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A NOTE ON THE TEXT 
In my references to the text of Moby-Dick, I quote 
from the edition of Harrison Hayford and Hershel Parker (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Co., 19 67), because their edition 
provides, at the present time, the most authoritative 
rendering of Melville's text. Because the definitive edition 
of Moby-Dick has not yet been published by Northwestern 
University Press and The Newberry Library, and because Moby-
Dick exists in many editions of varying authority, I cite 
my references by chapter rather than by page. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Moby-Dick is Melville's greatest work of fiction. It 
is, perhaps, the greatest work of fiction produced by any 
American author; yet, as an example of prose narration, it is 
a work almost hopelessly flawed by inconsistency. "In the 
relationship between the teller and the tale, and that other 
relationship between the teller and the audience, lies the 
essence of narrative art." In Moby-Dick, neither of these 
relationships is always clear: the story of The Whale (if 
indeed Moby-Dick is merely the story of The Whale) is told 
sometimes by a character we know as Ishmael, sometimes by an 
intrusive author we might assume to be Melville himself, and 
sometimes by no recognizable voice at all. As the voice of 
the narrator varies, so do the viewpoints from which the story 
is told: at first, Moby-Dick is an adventure story, a 
reminiscence of the excitement and the humor of whaling life; 
then, with the introduction of Ahab, the novel takes on the 
quality of a tragic allegory wherein is sketched the nemesis 
of man's monomaniacal will to power; but Moby-Dick is also a 
paean to the life of whaling men, a hymn to the greatness of 
the Leviathan, and a handbook for the study of practical 
cetology. With its shifts in persona, Moby-Dick is not one 
1 
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narrative but several, and with the varying viewpoints it 
embodies, it is a work of prose that defies any single 
generic classification. 
That it belongs to no single genre is a fact which 
makes Moby-Dick among the most difficult of books for the 
critic to approach. If he assumes that Moby-Dick is a novel— 
for "on the surface Melville's book is a novel: it is a 
prose narrative of a certain length dealing with possible men 
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and possible events" —the critic will note with dismay the 
faulty characterization, the unrealistic dialogue, the melo-
dramatic plot, and the apparently irrelevant but enormous 
digressions on whale lines and fast fish and Hindu gods and 
maritime law. Should the critic assume that Moby-Dick is not 
a novel but instead an epic, or a lengthy prose lyric, or a 
rather aberrant dramatic form, he puts himself in the same 
sort of dilemma: no matter what the measure he uses, he will 
find the work falling short of it, or else—no doubt frustrated 
by the work's protean nature—the critic will narrow his angle 
of vision, ignore extraneous details, regard intently what he 
wants to see, and pronounce Moby-Dick a dramatic tragedy in 
3 
five acts. Here we are close to the source of one of the 
greatest problems—or wonders—that Moby-Dick poses, for both 
critics (the one who finds it an aberrant drama and the one 
who discovers in it a classical tragedy) could very probably 
be correct. 
If we purposefully ignore those readings of Moby-Dick 
which try to deal with the book's total meaning, which try to 
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decipher and disentangle the book's symbols in order to produce 
an interpretation that gives a coherent answer to the question 
posed by the literary existence of the White Whale, then we 
shall have eliminated roughly half of what has been written 
about Melville's masterpiece. Before we leave this hermeneutic 
criticism behind as a region too vast to chart,—more literally, 
as a mass of writing too immense to consider since its object 
is only tangential to the direction of this study—we should 
note briefly that it does exist, and that, taken by itself, 
its mere bulk would elevate to prominence almost any author's 
major novel. 
Much has been written about what Moby-Dick means. But 
the very bulk of this writing indicates that there is little 
agreement about that elusive meaning. An interpretation of a 
literary work must begin somewhere; theme does not exist of 
itself but is generated by the interrelation of other literary 
elements: the progression and outcome of incidents, the 
qualities embodied by the various characters, the use of 
setting throughout the work, and, finally, the kind of literary 
art that the work is. It is a reasonable assumption (if not a 
fact) that the diversity of critical opinion concerning the 
"meaning" of Moby-Dick results from the diversity of opinion 
about the nature of the book. And we return to that ma]or 
problem—of kind, of genre, of literary nature. 
The two hypothetical critics mentioned earlier—the 
one who sees Moby-Dick as a poorly wrought drama and the one 
who sees in it a true classical tragedy—will serve to illuminate 
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one of my basic beliefs: that, until he makes plain what he 
is talking about, the critic of Moby-Dick cannot be denied 
his claim to a valid criticism of Melville's work. Suppose, 
for example, I am reading Moby-Dick and, led on by stage 
directions in various chapters, assume that the book is dramatic 
in nature. Without even considering the "dramatic" plot, I 
could fairly fault the book because of its great deal of 
commentary and exposition: the dramatic form per se simply 
cannot have extended commentary by someone who is not on stage. 
So I should conclude that Moby-Dick is not a very good play. If, 
on the other hand, I were Dan Vogel, I could see Moby-Dick 
itself as a setting for the significant dramatic interaction 
between Ahab and his crew; I could analyze the action and find 
it falling easily into five acts. And I could conclude that 
this interaction is indeed good drama: "a sequence bound 
together by unity of place and, above all, unity of action, 
promulgated by a tragic hero—the protagonist—and several 
antagonists of varying quality, and even by a chorus—'a little 
5 
negro lad, five feet high.'" In both instances I would be 
correct, for each of these critical views, while superficially 
similar because of its preoccupation with dramatic form, is in 
fact focused upon a different object. In the first example, I 
was looking upon the entirety of Moby-Dick, and had to conclude 
that a work that is nearly one third expository prose cannot be 
properly dramatic. In the second example, however, I looked 
only upon selected actions within the book, evaluated them 
according to dramatic norms, and found that Moby-Dick contains 
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a good drama. Two valid but apparently contradictory criticisms: 
these exemplify not the exception but the rule of most criticism 
of Moby-Dick. 
Padraic Colum asserts that Moby-Dick is one of the two 
epics "written in modern days"; after considering its epic 
possibilities, E. M. W. Tillyard concludes that Moby-Dick, 
because "it does not interpret the 'accepted unconscious 
metaphysic' of a group," is not an epic but an oddity, for 
"Melville has not grasped and realized the choric potentiality." 
Both these men have given a good part of their lives to the 
study of literature; we can assume that neither arrived at his 
judgment without some serious thought; and yet their conclusions 
are diametrically opposed. Were one to catalogue the generic 
descriptions given Moby-Dick, one would be likely to list 
nearly every generic category that critics have ventured to 
identify. At a very fundamental level, we may assume that 
Moby-Dick is simply what the reader or critic wants to believe 
it is, but, upon reading these varied criticisms, one cannot 
accept any of them as a definitive statement: no matter what 
a reader decides the book is, and no matter how carefully he 
marshals evidence to support his decision, there remain always 
qualities and characteristics which do not fit the scheme, which 
cast doubt upon the most carefully documented studies of the 
book's essential attributes. 
The viewpoint or bias of the critic does not account 
for every diversity of critical opinion, though it does account 
for some. Should someone want to claim an epic as part of his 
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national heritage, and should he be dissuaded by the strange 
and intricate structure of the Leaves of Grass, then Moby-Dick 
is the sole remaining candidate. Melville's book does contain 
epic characteristics, so let it be: Moby-Dick is our American 
epic. Such a judgment depends to a great degree upon the 
critic's viewpoint. Other judgments are less subjective, but 
are found wanting because they depend on a reading of Moby-Dick 
from only one of the points of view contained in the book. 
Should one assume that Ishmael is the central intelligence of 
the narrative—Ishmael, the young man gone to sea—then Moby-Dick 
would be an adventure story: the tale of a wild adventure, and 
one with strange overtones, but a romance of the sea nonetheless. 
If the young man is not the central intelligence, if it is the 
older, experienced, and remembering Ishmael who presents the 
tale, then Moby-Dick is not mere romance but, owing to the 
mature Ishmael's understanding of life and human nature, it is 
the narrative of the "ungodly, godlike man" whose rigid pride 
brings about his tragic fall. Such a narrative is not a 
romance but properly a tragic novel. With equal justification, 
one can focus on the viewpoint presented by the Cetologist who 
catalogues the kinds of whales and describes their anatomy and 
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behavior with scientific accuracy. In this case, one is not 
dealing with narrative at all, but with scientific exposition 
whose veracity has stood the test of nearly 125 years; is 
Moby-Dick then not a narrative but a textbook? The question 
is unanswerable, for either "yes" or "no" leads to reductionism. 
Moby-Dick is both a narrative and a textbook, it is a romance 
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and a novel, and it is a good many other things besides. No 
matter how unbiased the reader—that is, no matter how careful 
he is to approach the work with no predetermined viewpoint of 
his own—Moby-Dick has within it enough different points of 
view to confuse him hopelessly should he desire a single coherent 
experience of the book. 
The desire—or demand—for a single coherent experience 
of a literary work of art was most forcefully articulated by 
Henry James and his disciples. His prefaces and their critical 
commentaries led to what Wayne Booth has described as "our 
modern 'fourth unity,' . . . abstract rules about consistency 
p 
and objectivity in the use of point of view." To consider this 
consistency important is not necessarily to agree wholeheartedly 
with James. Kellogg and Scholes, in their Nature of Narrative, 
do not, yet they assert that "point of view is the primary way 
[the author] controls and shapes his materials. . . . [It] 
controls the reader's impression of everything else." For the 
reader, "the story takes the shape the author has given it, a 
shape governed . . . primarily by the point of view through 
9 
which the characters and events are filtered." Melville's 
work seems to have anticipated, and to have disregarded, nearly 
every one of the Jamesian dicta; the points of view he uses do 
control the reader's perceptions, but from the beginning readers 
have complained about the apparently arbitrary manner in which 
Melville shifted his viewpoints and shattered the singleness 
of vision his readers expected in his work. 
In one of the first British reviews (October 25, 1851), 
8 
Henry Fothergill Chorley wrote in the Athenaeum that Moby-Dick 
was "an ill-compounded mixture," and concluded that the book 
was "so much trash belonging to the worst school of Bedlam 
literature." The London Examiner's reviewer rejected the 
book because "all the regular rules of narrative or story are 
spurned and set at defiance." In the United States, reviewers 
were no less concerned with the same problems: the Boston Daily 
Traveller described Moby-Dick as "a sort of hermaphrodite craft" 
and the Hartford Courant, though on the whole favorably disposed, 
could not overlook the "want of unity of subject—of a regular 
v 
beginning and end—of the form and shape of a well built novel." 
If we give any credence to these judgments, we should have to 
doubt seriously that Moby-Dick is anything like a "well built 
novel"; but we should have to consider also the literary power 
of the book. Like one of its early favorable reviewers, we must 
admit that "Criticism may pick holes in this work; but no 
criticism will thwart its fascination," for the "Imagination is 
absolute, . . .[and] has a credulity of its own respondent to 
..13 power. 
The imagination responds to power, and literary power is 
a result of imagination. But it is equally a result of 
technique, of the verbal craftsmanship that permits what Kant 
called the aesthetic idea to be transmitted through words to 
the intellect and then, mysteriously, to the understanding of 
the reader. Early, and later, negative appraisals of Moby-Dick 
rest on the fact that Melville's verbal techniques are so varied 
that no single response to the content they seek to convey is 
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possible. Moby-Dick, at least to the analytic mind, is 
fragmented: there are too many viewpoints for the reader to 
look from, and there are too many things for the reader to see. 
Several objects to be seen, plus several perspectives on each 
of them, make the totality something less than a unified work 
of art—or something more. Moby-Dick is "something less" if 
we approach it with expectations gathered from the reading of 
other, more orderly, novels and dramas and essays. It is 
"something more," however, if we suspend our allegiance to 
literary rules and discover that Melville's book contains more 
than any regular verbal art form could encompass. We would not 
criticize a tragedy adversely because it fails to be an epic, 
nor a participant narrator because he fails to be omniscient; 
neither should we criticize Moby-Dick because it does not fit 
any of our predetermined categories. The greatest critical 
problem confronting the reader of Moby-Dick is that the book 
is just too big: it simply does not lend itself to being 
experienced as one thing. So long as the reader does not 
close his mind to all but preconceived categories", however, 
Moby-Dick will provide him with an awesome set of experiences, 
a set which ultimately gels into a single experience: that of 
being ravished by the power of both nature and the imagination. 
Contrary to most adverse criticisms of it, Moby-Dick is 
not a crazy disarray of fragmented literary techniques and 
partially treated bits of content, nor does it derive its only 
unity and significance from a set of mysteriously interwoven 
symbols or arbitrarily chosen devices. Moby-Dick is a verbal 
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structure whose content reaches the reader through a number of 
points of view or media. Each of these provides its own angle 
of perspective; each channels content "out" (to the reader) in 
a way radically different from the others. Together, these 
provide the confusing variety of viewpoints. Moreover, each 
medium differs in its method of drawing content together— 
"inside," prior to any verbal transmission—so that each medium, 
identified later by the reader as a voice or persona, is likely 
to present a subject matter different from that provided by the 
others. Because of the personae through which the content 
reaches us, Moby-Dick appears to be several narratives (or even 
non-narrative treatments) of several different contents. 
After defining the nature and functions of such literary 
personae, this study attempts to examine the various personae 
through which Moby-Dick is transmitted, so that each persona 
and the content it produces can be understood as a whole, 
unified element within the totality of the work. It attempts 
further to examine not only the interrelation and interdependence 
of these elements but also the results of these relationships. 
Far from providing several isolated estimates of the nature of 
Melville's story—like the separate judgments of the blind men 
who examined the elephant—this correlation of the elements of 
Moby-Dick may go some distance toward explaining the strange 
workings of the symbolism that has fascinated thousands of 
readers, and toward arriving at a balanced estimate of what it 
is that we sometimes call our greatest American novel. 
11 
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I. PERSONA 
When we look at a painting, see—and possibly touch—a 
sculpture, listen to a symphony, or read a novel, we experience 
a work of art. We speak of our experience: "It is beautiful," 
"It is moving," or "It is" any number of things. In each of 
these cases, it does not refer merely to colors and lines 
arranged on a plane, nor to shapes and textures in space, nor 
to sounds in time, nor to words in sequence upon pages; it 
usually refers to the totality of the artwork we have 
experienced or, more accurately, to all of the artwork that 
we were able to apprehend. It reaches us through something 
which is part of the artwork but which is not the artwork 
itself. It. reaches us through something we can describe 
generally and specifically as a medium. If our experience 
of it comes through some medium and is limited by our ability 
to "see through" the medium, then obviously the medium—and 
our reaction to the medium—is fundamental to our experience 
of the artwork; the medium determines to a large extent what 
it is that we apprehend. 
Literature is primarily verbal, and the media through 
which literature exists for its readers are words. But words 
are media only in the very broadest sense; not words themselves 
13 
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but their arrangement, and not sequential arrangements but the 
organizational means by which words and their referents are 
ordered, are the media I mean to examine here. To begin, some 
oversimplification is inevitable: so I shall assume that 
Moby-Dick is narrative art. (It is more than narrative; but 
since it is primarily narrative, an examination starting there 
will not stray too far afield.) In their study of the forms 
and elements of narrative, Kellogg and Scholes attribute great 
importance to the teller of the tale. They assert that the 
essence of narrative emanates from this teller: what narrative 
is depends on how the teller is related to his audience, the 
recipients of this material. 
To say the teller "is related" means at least two 
things; it means that narrator (teller) and content (material) 
exist interdependently, that they share some relationship, 
and it also means that something or someone joined the two, 
that teller and tale were made to relate to one another. As 
we open Moby-Dick and begin to read, a voice accosts us: 
"Call me Ishmael," it says, and from this point on (at least 
until some other voice takes over) we are told by Ishmael why 
and how he took himself to sea. From the beginning, the teller 
is identified; the first chapter lays the groundwork for our 
understanding of Ishmael's attitudes toward the sea, toward 
whaling, toward life on land, and toward life in general. 
Thus we have a teller—Ishmael—and some basis for perceiving 
his relationship to the material—the tale—that he is about 
to present. Careful reading of this first chapter reveals 
15 
something of the relationship between Ishmael and his audience. 
"Some years ago—never mind how long precisely—" he went to 
sea. This teller speaks directly to his audience, he uses 
the imperative voice ("Call me," "never mind," "Look at the 
crowds"); such directness is an indication of a close 
relationship between teller and audience. The use of rhetorical 
questions in the same passage ("What do you see?" "How then 
is this?" "What do they here?") is another indication, one 
that "implies that the assumed reader has asked something, is 
2 
on the scene, and is interested." Ishmael very obviously has 
his audience before him and, somewhat like the Ancient Mariner, 
captures it by verbal force and holds it by assumed intimacy. 
Ishmael, then, is related clearly both to his tale and 
to his audience; the first chapter makes these relationships 
clear. In that other sense of "relate," Ishmael is made to 
have these relationships. By the very fact that Ishmael is a 
character—a made thing, a synthesized set of human attributes— 
there exists for the reader "an implicit picture of an author 
3 
who stands behind the scenes" in Moby-Dick, an implied author 
who creates Ishmael the character and invests him with the 
role of narrator, who determines what relationships Ishmael 
has to his story and to his audience, and who decides the focus 
of Ishmael's attention and the manner m which Ishmael speaks. 
Moby-Dick the artwork reaches the reader (at least partially) 
through Ishmael, and Ishmael reaches the reader in the way 
that this implied author decides. Both Ishmael and the implied 
author are important media through which Moby-Dick is 
16 
transmitted. Both are means by which Herman Melville was able 
to order the elements of the aesthetic idea of Moby-Dick and 
to present these elements as organic units intelligible to the 
readers of his book. Ishmael and the implied author are two 
of Herman Melville's personae. 
Persona is a Latin word meaning, according to Cassell's, 
"the mask worn by the actors in the Greek and Roman drama, . . . 
the part which anyone plays [or] the character he sustains in 
the world, . . . [and] a personality, individuality, [or] 
4 
character." As the designation for a literary device, the 
word has a history beginning with Aristotle and continuing 
5 
through Walker Gibson's study of it in 19 69. In spite of its 
long usage—or because of the variations in meaning which the 
term has undergone during two and one half millennia—persona 
has yet to be examined in the context of its importance to 
narrative writing. To use the term today without extensive 
redefinition would result in confusion since, in addition to 
the literal translations (which meanings are still accurate), 
persona means one of the constituents of the psyche in Carl 
Jung's psychological system, "any third-person characters who 
seem to express the thoughts or feelings of the poet" or 
writer, and (quite vaguely but commonly) the personal facade 
with which an individual tries to deceive his fellows. All 
these definitions are interrelated: the use of such redundant 
words as "person," "personal," "personality" and as "mask" 
and "facade" testifies to that. These interrelationships are 
important to an accurate and comprehensive definition of 
17 
persona, the kind of definition that will permit clear insight 
into the elemental properties of narrative art. For narrative 
is one of the most unruly of literary forms; Moby-Dick (insofar 
as it is narrative and then because it is not consistently 
narrative) is yet more irregular; if any critical technique 
can make more intelligible the chaotic form of Moby-Dick, it 
is the study of the work in the light of the various personae 
it embodies. So, to begin at the beginning, a persona is a 
mask. 
1. Implications of the Classical Mask 
Even so simple a word as "mask" poses some difficulty. 
Today, as George Wright observes, "one meaning of the word 
mask has become central: mask as a device for disguising or 
hiding the face. Yet the mask of classical drama . . . is 
7 
clearly intended to reveal more than it hides." The mask of 
classical drama was intended to reveal the character-type or 
role of the actor who wore it. Looking upon a masked figure 
in a drama of ancient Athens, for example, a member of the 
audience would recognize in the mask a signal that the man 
wearing it was portraying a tragic protagonist, or a buffoon, 
or any of a number of types usual in ancient Greek drama. The 
mask identified the actor's role, so that from the start the 
audience would have a context in which to place the character's 
actions and speeches. As soon as he appeared in a given mask, 
the actor would legitimately be expected to perform in a way 
consistent with his mask-denoted characterization. The masked 
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character's actions would likewise be expected to follow a 
pattern. Whether he was supposed to be Prometheus or Oedipus, 
for example, the character would not only be expected to speak 
and act nobly but his actions would be expected somehow to 
precipitate the change from his present happy state to his 
future unhappy one. The hypothetical Athenian would thus 
learn certain things: the masks he saw would reveal much about 
character and even, implicitly, about plot. While revealing 
some things, the classical mask hid others. Looking upon the 
masked figure, the member of the audience would not recognize 
it as the same man he had seen several times at the market; 
even if he did recognize the actor, the Athenian's attention 
would be directed by the mask away from the fact of that man's 
purchase of olives and toward the fact that the man was 
representing someone quite different from his everyday self. 
If the marketplace and the olives were not hidden completely, 
they would have been at least camouflaged, so that the slaying 
of Laius and the marriage to Jocasta could be given the 
attention due them as parts of the drama. The two functions 
of persona in classical drama, then, are revelation and 
disguise. The persona—as "mask"—enables the audience to 
recognize immediately the most basic attributes of a given 
character and to regard the character with certain justifiable 
expectations; it reveals what would otherwise require 
extensive plot and character development to communicate. 
The persona also disguises or conceals material irrelevant to 
the drama, so that the audience can more easily regard 
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character as an artistic entity and avoid fruitless 
considerations of the man who happens to wear the mask. 
This fundamental definition of persona and its 
functions undergoes only slight alteration in the transfer from 
an ancient dramatic to a modern narrative context. The 
persona of narration remains a kind of mask, and still 
functions to reveal some things and to disguise others. 
Almost as soon as he puts pen to paper, the man writing a 
o 
narrative puts on a "mask": he—the man, the simple writer — 
dons the persona of author. We—his audience or readers— 
regard him no longer as a human being who happens to be 
writing down events in natural sequence but instead look upon 
him as the (sometimes impersonal) source of our knowledge of a 
series of incidents related in a specific order so that they 
constitute a totality, a narrative whole. In one sense, this 
persona is a disguise: the reader's attention is drawn away 
from the writer's idiosyncracies and directed toward the 
functions which the author is performing. As we read Moby-Dick, 
for example, we do not have before us a mental picture of a 
bearded man in his early thirties, just returned from weeding 
his potatoes or feeding his cow; this picture of the writer of 
Moby-Dick is concealed behind the mask of author. The writer 
may have been a struggling farmer, but that is irrelevant to 
the narrative; the persona conceals this irrelevance, and—as 
is the case with the Greek drama—permits us to concentrate 
on those literary elements which the author welds into a work 
of narrative art. Likewise, in its function of revelation, 
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the persona in narrative is similar to the dramatic "mask." 
It is a signal that the writer is performing as an author, that 
the writer will relate events so that they exist as a story. 
It is also an indication of the particular role or roles which 
the author assumes in relation to the work he is presenting. 
Throughout most of the beginning of Moby-Dick, Ishmael 
tells of his experiences. Ishmael is a persona: Ishmael is, 
besides a character with a part in the actions, a role assumed 
by the author to communicate the story from a specific point 
of view. Once we recognize Ishmael as the narrator—once we 
have finished reading the first two sentences of the book— 
we can make justifiable assumptions about his function. We 
can assume that Melville the author chose to present (at least 
a part of) Moby-Dick through the medium of a first-person 
participant narrator. We can assume that what we learn from 
Ishmael will be limited by his role as a character; that is, 
Ishmael the narrator can tell about incidents only if Ishmael 
the character is a proximate or remote witness to them. And 
we can assume that Ishmael's attributes as a character will 
influence his interpretations of what he narrates. So, when 
the writer adopts a persona, he presents his readers with 
intelligible signals: that what is to follow will be a 
literary artwork, and that the artwork will be transmitted 
through this (or that) specific kind of narrative medium. 
The second literal meaning of persona is "the part 
which anyone plays [or] the character he sustains in the 
world." This translation widens the context in which the term 
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can be applied, from one that is strictly dramatic or literary 
to one that is broadly behavioral. According to this less 
restrictive definition, a man adopts a persona when he identifies 
himself with a social role, when he presents to others (and, 
possibly, even to himself) a profile whose lineaments are 
determined by his chosen functions. Thus "husband," "father," 
"professional," and "regular guy" could be valid descriptions 
of the same person; each description indicates a persona, a 
role which one man assumes whenever he finds or puts himself 
in a given set of circumstances. The common notion that 
persona is a facade—something deceptive behind which the "real" 
individual hides—probably derives from the behavioral 
context of persona. Among his business associates, for 
instance, the man projects a professional image; because they 
know or suspect that he is not defined entirely by this 
professional persona, his colleagues may accuse that man of 
trying to deceive them. In such a case, the colleagues are 
recognizing primarily the disguising function of persona; they 
may well be overlooking its revelatory aspects, for by 
adopting the persona of "professional," the man is in effect 
saying "I am interested in our business, I am committed to its 
success, the company is very important to me." However we 
look upon this behavioral kind of persona, we must recognize 
that it is a made thing, an "image" constructed from various 
aspects of the whole man; we must recognize that its function 
is to communicate immediately and directly, even if not 
truthfully and fully. 
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The third literal meaning of persona—"a personality, 
individuality, [or] character"—differs from the second 
primarily in emphasis. To define persona as an assumed social 
role is behavioral; to define it as character or personality 
is more nearly philosophical. When we speak of a "professional" 
persona, we are speaking of what an individual has defined for 
himself, of what the individual himself creates and projects. 
When we speak of "an individual," however, we are the ones who 
are creating and projecting: we are looking upon a human 
being—a phenomenon far too complex to apprehend as a whole— 
and designating certain aspects of that human being as 
personality or individuality or character. We are abstracting 
characteristics from a whole and identifying them with a label: 
something we can use in reference to the complex being so that 
we can communicate more easily about it. Neither "personality" 
nor "individual" nor "character" captures exactly this third 
sense of "persona"; the Latin word translates in this sense 
as the English "person," a word that is practically impossible 
to explicate. 
These three related meanings of persona combine to 
produce a general idea of the proper literary usage of the 
term. Persona is the label we as critics apply when we wish 
to communicate about those aspects of man writing which, in 
our judgment, define the man as author instead of merely as 
writer. In this sense our use of persona is a signal that we 
are communicating about the "personality" of the author, about 
the specific ways he performs literary activities which 
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distinguish him from other authors—which make this author 
"individual." Our use of persona is an indication of our 
awareness that we are not talking about the man himself but 
about those attributes of his which give his writing a certain 
character; it is also an indication of our awareness that we 
are talking about something synthesized and projected by the 
writer as well as by ourselves. "Author" itself is a 
behavioral and a literary persona. It is a disguise of the 
"real" man that focuses attention on his function of producing 
literature; it is a professional persona of a specific kind. 
As a literary thing, persona is likewise a disguise (of the 
writer) and a revelatory device. Once he adopts the persona 
of author, the man writing refines and specializes it so that 
it can approach being the medium most precisely suited to the 
transmission of his aesthetic idea. The persona thus becomes 
a more sophisticated disguise, but also one which communicates 
more effectively. Reading what the author has produced, we 
can almost immediately identify the literature as narrative 
or lyric or dramatic or expository; we can then ground our 
expectations of the work at least partially in the clues 
provided by the specialized persona. 
From this discussion of the general usage of literary 
persona we can proceed to examine other, more specific, 
usages. When Wright includes "any third-person characters 
who seem to express the thoughts or feelings of the poet" as 
legitimate personae, he is stretching the applicability of 
the term beyond the limits of its being useful. Certainly all 
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characters (not just those treated as "he" and "she") express 
from time to time thoughts and feelings, and ultimately these 
thoughts and feelings derive from the author who created the 
characters. To attribute these thoughts to the writer himself— 
as I believe Wright does—is to overlook the mimetic nature of 
character. 
The character, whether it exists in a poem, novel, or 
other literary work, is a created thing: a literary entity 
that is only analogous to the persons who inhabit the real 
world. Since the character is by nature an imitation or an 
analogue, it has no proper thoughts of its own, but only 
those with which its creator has endowed it. And these, more 
likely than not, are thoughts or feelings which the writer 
has at one time or another experienced himself. Wright extends 
the range of persona yet farther when he writes "seem to 
express"; in effect he is saying that the character need not 
express the writer's thoughts but only appear to do so. What 
this usage of persona does is to direct the reader's inquiry 
toward the personal beliefs of the writer; it urges the reader 
to become a kind of detective, searching through characters' 
utterances for clues to the writer's philosophy. Once his 
attention is so directed, the reader is no longer approaching 
the writer's work as literature; he is instead viewing it as 
disguised, and even then only alleged, self-disclosure. 
Superficially, because they seem to disguise the writer 
and at the same time reveal his thoughts, these "third-person 
characters" might seem to be personae. In any meaningful 
25 
sense, however, they are not. In the first place these 
characters' function of communication is not made clear by 
any mask-like indication; such characters are the creations of 
the author which speak in their own voices, not actually 
refinements of the authorial voice through which major parts 
*• of the artwork itself are transmitted. The narrator of a 
story or medium through which an artwork reaches us cannot 
be described accurately as any third-person character. More-
over, if we look at the kind of disguise which "any characters" 
embody, we can recognize it as a disguise not only of the 
writer but of his specific function as well. These characters-
in-general possess no attributes other than our own suspicions 
to which we can attach the function of transmission. Should 
some third-person character take on some of the functions of 
narration and commentary—as Frazier does, for example, in 
Walden Two—then there is the possibility of that character's 
being a persona. The possibility rests, however, on the 
functions performed by the character, functions which are 
indicated by the nature of the specific character; the 
possibility cannot be attributed to "any third-person characters" 
merely because we suspect them to express what are only 
apparently the thoughts and feelings of the writer. If 
persona is to be a meaningful term, it can refer only to those 
literary embodiments of certain aspects of the writer which 
are clearly the means through which he transmits his art. 
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2. Yeats's Mask as Metaphor 
If persona as a twentieth-century term suggests any 
single literary figure, that figure is William Butler Yeats. 
The extreme specificity with which he treats the concept of 
"mask" in A Vision is perhaps reason enough for Wright, in his 
study of persona in the work of Eliot, Yeats, and Pound, to 
have reacted by overgeneralizing the meaning of the term. 
Yeats's use of "mask" derives clearly from an earlier dramatic 
usage; in the Commedia dell' Arte, Yeats notes, the "stage-
manager . . . offers his actor an inherited scenario . . . and 
a Mask or role . . . and leaves him to improvise . . . the 
9 
dialogue and details of the plot." In the context of A Vision, 
this historical precedent serves only as an example of the 
workings of universal processes; these processes, themselves 
unintelligible to mere humans, are represented by the "completed 
symbol" of which Mask is one part. Yeats's Mask is not, 
strictly speaking, a literary persona; nevertheless, his 
treatment of it serves to cast some light on the nature and 
functions of persona which I have thus far described, and on 
certain other attributes of persona which I shall soon 
investigate in greater detail. 
The Mask, like everything else in Yeats's system, 
exhibits regular changes in each of the twenty-eight "lunar" 
phases of the Great Wheel. These phases are only symbolically 
(not astronomically) lunar, since the Great Wheel itself 
represents "every completed movement of thought or life," and 
each phase represents "a single judgment or act of thought," 
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an incomplete but nevertheless indivisible unit Z which any 
whole process is constituted. As it changes according to 
phase, Yeats's Mask functions is much the same way as the 
classical Greek persona: it is a device for revelation and 
disguise. During the first half of each completed movement, 
Yeats describes the Mask "as a 'revelation' because through 
it the being obtains knowledge of itself, sees itself in 
personality "; during the second half of the movement, "it is 
a 'concealment,' for the being grows incoherent, vague, and 
broken, as its intellect . . . is more and more concerned with 
objects that have no relation to its unity but a relation to 
the unity of Society or of material things. . . . It adopts a 
personality which it more and more casts outward, more and 
more dramatises." What is interesting here is not so much 
the twin functions of Mask but the manner in which Yeats 
relates these functions as parts of a continuum. 
In Yeats's system the Mask is revelatory when it permits 
the being that has it (one would like to say "wears it," but 
for Yeats the Mask is an important constituent of the being) 
to obtain knowledge of itself. That is to say the being, 
aware of its Mask, becomes aware of those parts of its nature 
which the Mask represents or makes apparent. The being becomes 
aware of its Mask as a projected thing and, looking back toward 
that from which Mask is projected, "sees itself" (the projector) 
"in personality" (what is projected). During the early phases 
of the lunar cycle, Mask, because it is consciously related to 
what is not Mask in the being, is revelatory; as Mask relates 
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to the self, it reveals about the self. With the progression 
of phases, this process of relation and revelation becomes 
self-enriching: what is related to the being by its Mask— 
revelation of self—in one phase becomes in the next phase 
material which can be projected into a new and more accurate 
Mask. At the midpoint of the lunar cycle (Yeats's phase 15), 
the Mask is a perfect projection of the being. The Will (that 
which does the projecting) has at this point projected itself 
completely and accurately, and the result is a creation—a 
re-creation of the being—that is perfect beauty. For the 
12 being in phase 15, "all is beauty." Because such perfect 
self-knowledge is impossible to the human being, and because 
Yeats based his system at least partially upon the Heraclitian 
principle of eternal change, the progression of phases 
continues. The being can no longer strive toward self-
knowledge, so it begins the progress toward the polar opposite, 
complete unawareness of itself. As phase follows phase in the 
second half of the cycle, the being becomes less conscious of 
itself as projector and more conscious of what it projects; 
Mask is related not to its source but to its environment. In 
these later phases the being concentrates increasingly on the 
external objects among which the Mask is projected. The being 
becomes absorbed not in its relationship with its Mask, nor 
even in the relationship between self and environment which 
the Mask makes possible, but in the relationship between Mask 
and environment, and in the environment itself. With each 
succeeding phase the being grows more aware of the relationships 
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among objects external to itself; its Mask becomes for it one 
object among many; and the being's projective energies are 
used to fashion the Mask ever more accurately on the model of 
the external world. The being projects its Mask with a 
progressive loss of self-consciousness; the Mask (the being's 
"personality") becomes a creation with less and less relation 
to its creator, so that in this sense the Mask hides the being 
which projects it. By the end of the cycle—when it arrives 
again at the first phase—the being exists in a state of 
complete objectivity. It knows only what is external; it is 
utterly passive and totally responsive to the objects of its 
knowledge. Known as one of these objects, the Mask conceals 
even from its source all knowledge of the being's (subjective) 
self. Just as the human being cannot attain pure subjectivity 
(phase 15), neither can it reach this state of total uncon-
sciousness. The function of revelation begins again: the 
being starts to see itself in its Mask, and the whole cycle 
repeats itself. 
In order that Yeats's Mask serve to clarify the concept 
of literary persona, it needs to be extrapolated from the 
complex and symbolic environment of phases and cycles, and to 
be viewed in its behavioral and philosophical aspects. If we 
assume that Mask can be understood in one sense as a metaphor 
for persona, then what persona reveals and what it conceals 
and how it performs each function become easier to apprehend. 
Earlier I described the persona "author" as behavioral in the 
sense that it is a "mask" a man presents to the world when he 
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wishes to focus attention on his function of producing 
literature. In the sense that I called philosophical, "author" 
is likewise a persona, a label used by critics to communicate 
that they are concerned with the literature-producing aspects 
of a given writer. No matter how we regard this persona 
"author"—either as the medium through which verbal art is 
presented or as a label for someone engaged in that presentation— 
we must recognize that it is a persona which is intrinsically a 
literary one: it derives its meaning from its relation to the 
production of literature. When it is understood as metaphorical, 
Yeats's treatment of the Mask provides some insights into the 
functions of "author" which would otherwise be difficult to 
systematize. 
By the act of choosing to project himself as author, 
the writer adopts a literary persona of a general nature; in 
order for his artwork to be presented most efficaciously, this 
persona of author must be refined. Theoretically, the author 
involved in presenting a story needs to refine his persona into— 
or adopt the more specific persona of—narrator; or, if he is 
the author of a non-dramatic poem, his specialized persona will 
be a lyric voice; or, if the artwork is an essay, the 
appropriate medium for its transmission will be some 
authoritative persona which is the source of the exposition. 
In practice, each of these specialized personae will be yet 
more refined in ways that depend upon what is to be transmitted 
and the relation of the transmitter to the whole. For example, 
"The Fall of the House of Usher" as story requires someone to 
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tell the story: a narrator. The extreme importance of the 
evocation of horror would suggest the use of a narrator able 
to communicate his subjective reactions to the various 
incidents of the plot: a narrator with a close relationship 
to the audience. For the most credible sort of subjective 
communication, the narrator would need to be a participant in 
the action. We can assume, then, that Poe as author refined 
his persona in order to meet the demands of the material he 
was attempting to transmit: he projected a specialized 
participant narrator who speaks to his audience from a position 
within the action. All literary artworks require media 
specialized for their optimum transmission, and we can assume 
that the medium through which each artwork reaches us is a 
specialized persona of the author. With this idea of speciali-
zation in mind, we can approach Yeats's Mask metaphorically to 
see what it can tell us about the functions of persona. 
As it varies throughout the lunar cycle, Yeats's Mask 
moves gradually between the poles of revelation and 
concealment. Its function of revelation—or concealment—is 
determined by the phase, and "phase" is one way to designate 
the relationship between the Mask and the Will that projects 
it. For Yeats both Will and Mask are constituents of the being, 
just as the personae "author" (general) and "first person 
participant narrator" (specialized) are constituents of the 
writer as he is considered in a literary context. Will is the 
sole intermediary between being and Mask—for Mask to exist, 
Will must project it—and, likewise, the general persona author 
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is requisite to its refinement as a specialized literary 
persona: for the writer to create a given narrator as the 
medium through which he presents his story, he must first 
project himself as author of the artwork. We can begin here 
our exegesis of Mask: Yeats's being is metaphorically 
equivalent to the writer, and the Mask is metaphorically 
equivalent to the specialized literary persona. Assuming this, 
then the ability of the persona to reveal (or conceal) depends 
on its relation to the author. In Yeats's system, Mask 
reveals proportionately to the Will's practical consciousness 
of it. This practical consciousness is not merely an awareness 
of Mask as the projection of certain aspects of Will, but such 
an awareness acted upon by further and more accurate projection. 
Thus, as the Mask is projected in phases that approach the 
midpoint of Yeats's cycle, the Mask becomes an ever closer 
approximation of perfect beauty or, in an aesthetic sense, of 
pure art. In the other half or the cycle, the Mask retreats 
from this function of revelation, becoming (as the Will grows 
less conscious of it as the product of its own projection) 
more and more a concealment. What is crucially important to 
this discussion is the fact that Yeats's Mask metaphorically 
displays the revealing and concealing qualities of persona 
within a system that makes almost measurable the inverse 
relationship between the functions of revelation and concealment; 
further, Yeats's Mask in its system suggests how persona 
reveals and conceals in terms of how it is related to the 
author. 
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The term "phase" is Yeats's way of identifying, among 
other things, a particular relationship between Will and Mask; 
extrapolating the concept from Yeats's system, we can see that 
it signifies the particular relation between author and 
persona that determines the functions (revealing and concealing) 
of the specialized persona in a given work of art. The "author" 
is analogous to Will; it is an aspect of the writer that seeks 
to project the writer's aesthetic idea. The "first person 
participant narrator"—the specialized persona—is analogous 
to Mask; it is what is projected so that the totality of the 
aesthetic idea may be fully realized or transmitted as the 
artwork. If the artwork is a story, the author must project 
a specialized narrator through whom the story can best reach 
us. The author's practical consciousness of his specialized 
persona determines to what degree this persona will reveal 
and to what degree it will conceal. Looking again at Poe's 
short story, we can examine the crucial relationship between 
author and narrator—the relationship I have called practical 
consciousness—and see the functions of revelation and 
concealment more clearly. 
From evidence in "The Fall of the House of Usher" we 
can conclude that Poe as writer was concerned with communicating 
to his readers an impression of horror. But horror—the intense 
feeling of disgust and revulsion—while it is a normal reaction 
to the interment of the still living Madeline and to the morbid 
psychopathology exhibited by Roderick, is hardly an aesthetic 
idea upon which to base a work of literary art. As an object 
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of perception, horror affects its perceivers by repelling 
them; we might be able to experience horror once in the reading 
of a literary work, but it is extremely unlikely that we 
would willingly prolong or repeat that experience. Moreover, 
such an intense and unsavory experience cannot pass for the 
intellectual and sensuous delight that is the usual result of 
an exposure to literature. By adopting the persona of author, 
Poe overcame this problem almost automatically. As author, he 
could produce an artwork in which horror could play some part, 
but in which the dominant emotion would be terror. As author, 
he could refine a persona which itself would be horrified but 
which would absorb that unpleasant emotion before passing on to 
his readers the overall effect of the story. In this way, the 
author could terrify his readers—and thus play on an emotion 
similar to the terror in classical tragedy—but he would not 
revolt them. The relationship between author and specialized 
persona which permits this result is a consciousness of the 
persona's relation to things external to the work of art; in 
this case, it is the awareness that a persona which transmits 
horror cannot at the same time transmit a properly aesthetic 
idea. This awareness is acted upon by the author in his 
projection of a specialized narrator who conceals to a great 
degree the emotion central to the writer's pre-verbal 
experience. Insofar as the author is concerned with "external 
things"—the effects of his art upon his audience, the demands 
of aesthetic experience itself, and the need to fit his artwork 
into the environment of already existing verbal art forms—the 
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author fashions his specialized persona so that it functions 
as a concealment or disguise of the writer's basically 
unpleasant emotion. Because the author is concerned with his 
art as a made thing—something external, with independent 
existence—he recognizes the irrelevance of other aspects of 
the writer as well; thus the specialized narrator functions 
also to conceal (the writer) Poe's personal attitudes, state 
of health, physical environment, and other such details which 
existed at the time of the composition of the story. 
Were literature actually measurable, or able to be 
described accurately in terms of a system as closed as Yeats's 
"Great Wheel," it would be possible to attribute certain 
values to the concealing and revealing functions of persona. 
It would be possible to describe the narrator of "The Fall of 
the House of Usher" as occupying a given position along the 
continuous line between the poles of revelation and concealment. 
If this were the case, we would be able to say "Poe's narrator 
conceals to this extent these things; this narrator must 
therefore reveal the remaining things to that extent." 
Literature, of course, is not nearly so measurable, nor does 
it exist in such a closed and precisely graduated system. 
Nevertheless, the inverse relation between revelation and 
concealment can be observed, and can be used as a means toward 
understanding the functions of various personae. The narrator 
of "The Fall of the House of Usher" conceals the undesirable 
effect of horror as well as irrelevant personal details from 
the readers of the story, mainly as a result of the author's 
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awareness of the story as artifact in an aesthetic environment. 
As a result of the author's awareness of the story as the 
product of his own projection, the narrative persona he 
fashioned to transmit it has the function of revelation. 
The author of "The Fall of the House of Usher" is 
obviously concerned with more than the literary or aesthetic 
environment of his story; he is obviously concerned with some 
experience of horror that gave rise to the aesthetic idea—the 
"material"—of the story. The feeling of horror that lies at 
the heart of the story—the horror evoked by live interment 
and by morbid psychic states—is not part of any aesthetic 
environment. It is a pre-verbal feeling which we can attribute 
to Poe the writer, a feeling that, if it was to inform a 
narrative artwork, had to be transformed into terror by the 
agency of an author-persona. This generalized persona is able 
to effect the transformation by putting the horror into a 
narrative framework. What Poe as author did was to transmute 
personal revulsion into a story of a character's experience of 
such revulsion. In order for such a story to exist, however, 
the feeling of horror had somehow to be revealed, and the 
specialized persona of participant narrator which Poe as author 
fashioned is the agent of this necessary revelation. 
From the beginning of "The Fall of the House of Usher," 
we are expected not to identify with the mad Roderick but with 
an observer. The horror of Roderick's and Madeline's 
experiences is thus transformed into the terror generated by 
the observer's implicit suggestion that such madness, under 
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certain circumstances, could have befallen him or, by extension 
of his role as teller of a tale, his audience. By the use of 
a specialized narrator who participates and observes, the author 
gives his readers not the experience of madness and morbidity 
but the experience of a terrifying exposure to them. If this 
vicarious experience of an exposure to madness and morbidity 
is to work emotionally (as it does aesthetically because of 
the distance provided by the participant-observer), the 
specialized narrator fashioned by the author must be able 
credibly to reveal. What determines the extent to which the 
narrator can reveal is the author's practical consciousness. 
The awareness of what the narrator must transmit from the 
writer to the audience makes possible the projection of a 
narrator suited to its own specific function. Since the 
persona of author projects the narrator and controls the 
narrator's ability to tell the tale, this author's projection 
of a narrator who expresses predominantly subjective material 
(feelings of horror, foreboding, and the like) is an indication 
that Poe as author knew he had to reveal much subjective 
material if his narrator was to be at all functional. 
Indications of the author's practical consciousness and of 
the revelation which it produces exist throughout the story. 
In the very first sentence, adjectives and adverbs 
point toward the revelatory function of the narrator. The 
day is "dull" and "soundless," not merely a dark and autumnal 
one. These adjectives indicate the subjective kind of perception 
which the narrator uses; they are not flatly descriptive of the 
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about the fall of the House of Usher than it is about the 
narrator's impressions as he was witnessing that fall. 
One of the prime functions of this narrator is revelation: 
revelation of emotional reactions to unsavory situations, and 
revelation of these reactions in a credible—because relevant 
to readers' experiences—manner. The first of these kinds of 
revelation is possible because the narrative persona is a 
fairly accurate projection of the writer; this persona has what 
we assume to be Poe's predilection for macabre sensations and 
what we know was Poe's desire to communicate about them. The 
second kind of revelation is made possible by the author's 
consciousness of the relationship between personal sensation 
and the material of a literary artwork. 
The unrelieved expression of displeasure ("insufferable 
gloom," "utter depression of soul," "sickening of the heart," 
and "unredeemed dreariness of thought," for example) would 
serve only to convince the narrator's audience that he is as 
mad and morbid as the unfortunate Roderick. To prevent such a 
response on the reader's part—and to prevent the teller, his 
tale, and his audience all from sinking into a vortex of horror— 
Poe's authorial consciousness makes use of several devices to 
reveal the reliability of the narrator and to assure us of his 
sanity as well. The simplest of these is the casting of the 
first sentence in the past perfect tense. "I had been passing," 
says the narrator, not "I was passing" or "I passed"; the use 
of this tense, and the use of the present tense in the next 
sentence—"I know not how it was"—reveals to us that the 
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narrator is, at the time of his telling, considerably removed 
from his experiences at the House of Usher. This removal in 
time (as well as the obvious fact that the narrator "now" 
exists to tell the tale) suggests that the narrator was able 
not only to endure the experiences that he relates but able 
also to survive them. 
The author endowed his specialized narrator with two 
other qualities which enable him to perform better his function 
of revelation: a vivid memory and a habit of constant 
reflection upon his reactions. By means of these qualities, 
the narrator is able to reveal his sanity, and thus to convince 
us that he is an agent capable of ordering and transmitting a 
coherent narrative. Besides being able to remember vividly 
the "minute fungi" that covered the exterior of Roderick's 
dwelling, the narrator is able to quote at length the verses 
of "The Haunted Palace," remarking that he had "easily 
remembered" them. His description of Roderick's appearance in 
14 youth is especially detailed, and his quick survey (evidently 
made without interrupting the tale he was reading aloud) of 
Roderick near the end of his life testifies to the narrator's 
15 facility and acuity of perception. Perhaps the crucial 
evidence of the narrator's perception and memory is his 
discovery of that "barely perceptible fissure" in the masonry: 
a discovery which prefigures, and a fissure which precipitates, 
the fall of the ancient house. 
By reflecting upon his reactions to the incidents and 
environment in the story, Poe's narrative persona reveals not 
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only that he was horrified but that he had a sane basis for 
his sense of horror. When at first he mentions that "sense 
of insufferable gloom," the narrator explains his choice of 
words: "I say insufferable; for the feeling was unrelieved 
by any of that half-pleasurable, because poetic, sentiment 
with which the mind usually receives even the sternest images 
of the desolate or terrible." After he notes this emotion, 
he "paused to think," and his thoughts not only reveal the kind 
of intelligence through which the story is transmitted, but 
give us some evidence for accepting his future reactions as 
the products of a normal sensibility. At almost every incidence 
of extreme reaction, the narrator explains; he tells us that 
"there grew in my mind a strange fancy—a fancy so ridiculous, 
indeed, that I but mention it to show the vivid force of the 
sensations which oppressed me." He even discounts some of 
his responses to lend greater credibility to others: 
"Shaking off from my spirit what must have been a dream, I 
scanned more narrowly the real aspect. . . . " By so qualifying 
the impressions he relates early in the story, this narrator 
16 convinces us of the accuracy of his powers of recollection; 
he thus makes possible the revelation of his own (admittedly 
singular) sensibility and also the "suspension of disbelief" 
necessary to an appreciation of a narrative like "The Fall of 
the House of Usher." 
By revealing his own part in the central incident—by 
relating that he and Roderick "deposited [their] mournful 
burden upon tressels within" the lower donjons—the narrator 
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makes plausible his own (as well as Roderick's) intense 
emotions when they finally discover that the "mournful burden" 
had yet been alive. When the noises of Madeline's escape from 
her coffin reached him, the narrator is subject to "a thousand 
conflicting sensations, in which wonder and extreme terror 
were predominant," but he nevertheless "retained sufficient 
presence of mind" to avoid over-exciting Roderick or becoming 
himself a victim of those sensations. In the final scene of 
the story, the narrator admits that he "fled aghast" from the 
crumbling house; even in fearful flight, however, he reveals 
some control by being able to turn and gaze upon the House of 
Usher. What he sees and how he expresses it are evidence of 
this narrative persona's being a projection of an author well 
in control of the work of art: while revealing his fear and 
also some measure of composure, this narrator reveals also 
his self-consciousness as story-teller by concluding the 
narrative with a reference to the fissure and the tarn he had 
noticed in the beginning. 
From this examination of Poe's short story we can 
recognize the inverse relation that exists between the persona's 
functions of revelation and concealment, a relation made 
diagrammatically clear by an understanding of Yeats's 
treatment of the Mask. Given the nature of "The Fall of the 
House of Usher," Poe's authorial persona (and its refinement, 
the specialized first-person participant persona) had to 
conceal the writer Poe's personal feelings in order to bring 
the story into an authentic artistic environment. At the same 
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time, these personal feelings had somehow to be revealed: the 
use of the participant narrator reveals them adequately, but 
reveals them in the guise of the feelings of a character 
(though he is also the narrator) in the story. Analysis of 
this story suggests that the persona through which it is 
transmitted occupies a position along that hypothetical 
continuum much closer to the pole of revelation than to that 
of concealment. My analysis of Yeats's treatment of the Mask 
suggests that this position is a predictable one for a first-
17 person participant narrative persona. 
Whatever its other implications—they are many and 
esoteric—Yeats's treatment of the revealing and concealing 
functions of the Mask draws attention not only to the inverse 
relation between revelation and concealment but also to the 
correspondence between revelation and subjectivity and between 
concealment and objectivity. In "The Fall of the House of 
Usher," the narrative persona functions primarily as a means 
of revelation; we can see from reading the story how this 
revelation deals to a great degree with subjective material. 
Should we examine a story transmitted by a different kind of 
specialized persona—the third-person narrator of Hawthorne's 
"Young Goodman Brown," for example—we should expect to find 
the persona revealing material of a more objective nature, and 
concealing significantly more of the author's (and writer's) 
subjective thoughts and feelings. 
"Young Goodman Brown came forth at sunset into the 
street at Salem village; but put his head back, after crossing 
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the threshold, to exchange a parting kiss with his young 
18 wife": this opening sentence is an objective description of 
a simple action. From this sentence, and most of those which 
follow it, Hawthorne's general authorial persona and his 
specialized one seem indistinguishable; the story seems to be 
transmitted by a completely undramatized author-narrator, one 
19 
that "is given no personal characteristics whatever." The 
first sentence in no way indicates what judgments or feelings 
about the action the author (or the writer) may have; the 
closest approximation to a judgment in the beginning of the 
story is the comment that Faith "was aptly named." This 
comment is hardly a revelation of the writer's or author's 
subjective feelings. Rather, by its ambiguity (named "aptly" 
because she is naively trustful? because she is not an 
adulteress? because she is a pious Puritan? or because she 
is an allegorical figure?), the comment reveals only that the 
author is consciously_projecting a story, and is aware of the 
control he has over the words he produces and the audience 
which reads them. 
There are several similar indications of Hawthorne's 
practical consciousness that the narrator of this story must 
function to order and transmit a narrative work of art, that 
the narrator must conceal whatever biases Hawthorne may have 
had so that "Young Goodman Brown" reaches its audience primarily 
as an aesthetic object. When Goodman Brown first meets his 
sinister companion, for instance, he explains his tardiness by 
saying "Faith kept me back awhile." As readers, we must assume 
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that the young man is referring to his wife; but because we 
have already been told that Faith "was aptly named," we must 
suspect, at least, that the author who named Faith is here 
manipulating the name to suggest that Goodman Brown was delayed 
by religious virtue, too. When the old man is described as 
"he of the serpent," and when Brown is described merely as 
"the goodman," the same authorial consciousness is evident. 
Both appellations are literal and clear in their immediate 
contexts—we have been told the old man's staff bears a curious 
resemblance to a snake, and we should be aware, from the 
temporal setting of the story, that "goodman" is the form of 
address for an otherwise untitled husband or household head— 
but in a wider context, "serpent" suggests the devil and 
20 "goodman" suggests a virtuous man. 
Concealing himself (the writer) in the persona of 
author, Hawthorne reveals material necessary for understanding 
his aesthetic idea by projecting a narrator who uses words 
with multiple meanings. The narrator remains undramatized, 
and very nearly identical with the controlling authorial 
persona; what is revealed by this arrangement appears to be 
objective, at least as far as the narrator and author are 
concerned, since the multiple meanings exist only when the 
reader is sufficiently sensitive to detect them. Apparently, 
Hawthorne the writer wants to disguise himself, to remove 
himself from the story; this disguise is effected by the use 
of an author who is conscious of his story as an object to be 
apprehended on its own terms. When it becomes necessary to 
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make use of some subjective perceptions and judgments, this 
author manages to intrude some commentary into the narrative 
and to project a specialized persona which reveals the 
perceptions of young Goodman Brown, but neither of these actions 
is very revealing about the writer Hawthorne. 
There are only seven authorial intrusions in "Young 
21 Goodman Brown," and each of them is brief. They differ from 
the rest of the story because they comment on, rather than 
narrate or describe, Goodman Brown's actions and surroundings. 
Apparently inserted in order to influence the reader's 
understanding more directly than do the sequential narration 
of incidents and the organic description of character and 
scene, these comments are made by a voice different from the 
one that presents the story as a whole. At the midnight 
meeting in the forest, for example, Goodman Brown remarks that 
the congregation was a "grave and dark-clad company." Rather 
than permit this remark to stand on its own merit, an authorial 
voice breaks in to verify it: "In truth they were such." In 
this instance, Hawthorne as author speaks directly to his 
audience; the authorial persona (whose function is to present 
an intelligible work of art) assures the reader not only that 
Goodman Brown's perceptions are correct but also that the 
specialized persona who narrates the story and records Brown's 
perceptions is reliable. The authorial persona interrupts 
the narration briefly to comment in its own voice (in propria 
persona) so that we as readers will interpret the narration 
correctly. Each of the seven intrusions is an example of this 
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kind of advice to the reader, advice given to support or to 
supplement the usual narration so that the audience perceives 
the story in as nearly as possible the same way as the author 
projects it. 
One result of this commentary is that we as readers 
are able to distinguish Hawthorne's generalized authorial 
persona from his specialized narrative one; in seven distinct 
instances the implied author who directs the narration of the 
story becomes explicit. Throughout the story we can infer 
the presence of an author who determines how the specialized 
persona shall best present the underlying aesthetic idea, but 
in these seven authorial comments we can clearly see the 
author determining how his readers will understand that idea. 
Another, more important, result is that the commentary enables 
us to ascertain what judgments Hawthorne as author (and very 
possibly, as writer) held about certain aspects of the story. 
From the comment just quoted, we can reasonably assume that 
Hawthorne regarded his specialized persona as a reliable 
narrator. Moreover, the comment itself is evidence of the 
author's attitude: that he (the author) does, and we (the 
readers) should, agree with Goodman Brown's appraisal of his 
companions. 
What is noteworthy about Hawthorne's use of authorial 
commentary is its primarily objective nature. In each of the 
seven comments, Hawthorne as author seems not to be saying 
"this is how I feel about it"; rather, the authorial voice 
seems to declare "this is how it is." The specialized 
narrative persona presents a story, and presents it from a 
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consistently stable viewpoint as a series of events to be 
understood. When this viewpoint is incapable of presenting 
other, helpful information—when such presentation would render 
the viewpoint inconsistent—the persona of author interjects 
the information so that the reader can regard the story in a 
wider context. The information thus provided helps us not 
only to understand more clearly specific incidents and 
characters, but to apprehend incidents, characters, scenes, 
and the like as part of a deliberately constructed narrative 
whole. What Hawthorne reveals by such commentary is hardly 
a personal, subjective, interpretation of his work; it contrasts 
clearly, for example, with the kind of revelation Melville 
effects by asking "And what are you, reader, but a Loose-Fish 
and a Fast-Fish, too?" What Hawthorne reveals by his kind of 
commentary is merely that he is the author of a literary 
artwork, an author concerned, as he should be, with the 
clearest possible communication of his aesthetic idea. 
Just as Hawthorne's generalized persona interjects 
occasional commentary into the narrative to provide us with 
additional information, his specialized persona at times 
includes in the narration material that can derive only from 
an intimate understanding of Goodman Brown's consciousness. 
This specialized persona narrates most of the story from the 
viewpoint of an objective observer who is, apparently, ideally 
located with respect to the incidents he relates. This persona 
is a witness to the actions of the story; he observes that 
"Goodman Brown came forth at sunset," that he "looked back and 
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saw the head of Faith still peeping after him," and that he 
"had taken a dreary road" into the depths of the forest. These 
are objective facts in the story; any observer so located 
could set them forth. Besides knowing these and other physical 
details that relate to the story, this persona is given by the 
author the privilege of selective omniscience: this persona 
knows not only what Goodman Brown does and says, but also 
what he thinks and feels. The effect of this omniscience is 
that the narration proceeds on two complementary levels. 
One level of narration is consistently objective: the 
specialized persona performs much as a camera would, to record 
objectively what passes before it. On this level, the 
narrative persona tells us that, of the two men walking through 
the woods, "the elder person was as simply clad as the younger, 
and as simple in manner, too." Goodman Brown is described 
here merely as "the younger" of two persons: a very objective 
reference to the character for whom the story is named. The 
objective tone continues in the same passage, as the narrator 
notes that "the only thing about [the elder man] that could be 
fixed upon as remarkable was his staff, which bore the likeness 
of a great black snake, so curiously wrought that it might 
almost be seen to twist and wriggle itself like a living 
serpent." The next sentence, however, makes the existence of 
a second level of narration obvious: "This, of course, must 
have been an ocular deception, assisted by the uncertain light." 
Since the narrator of the story is undramatized throughout, 
the narrator has no eye that can be subject to an ocular 
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deception; the only eye present is that of young Goodman 
22 
Brown. From this and from other similar instances, we can 
infer that Hawthorne's specialized persona uses Goodman 
Brown's consciousness to reflect a portion of the story. What 
we learn from this second, reflective level of narration is 
how things—the objective things presented by the first level— 
appear to the protagonist. Thus the specialized persona 
reveals not only objective observations of the incidents and 
environment in the story, but reveals as well the subjective 
interpretations of these actions and surroundings which are 
provided by the consciousness of Goodman Brown. By using 
Brown's consciousness to reflect, Hawthorne's specialized 
persona includes in the story valuable subjective material. 
Because the character Goodman Brown is ultimately a 
creation of the writer Hawthorne, we might expect the 
subjective material reflected by his consciousness to derive 
from the private attitudes and judgments of his creator. On 
a very fundamental level, this must be so, for the story is 
the result of Hawthorne's imagination and literary skill. But 
in an aesthetic context, where the story is a work of art to 
be understood on its own terms, we cannot make so facile an 
identification of the attitudes of the writer with the subjective 
perceptions revealed by the character. For one thing, some of 
the subjective material revealed by Goodman Brown's consciousness 
is regarded by the narrator as ironic. When Brown's conscious-
ness identifies the minister and the deacon as "holy men," for 
example, that identification has already been undercut by the 
narrator's record of their conversation, in which the deacon 
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regards "deviltry" with explicit enthusiasm (p. 93). Another 
reason for regarding Goodman Brown's subjective judgments as 
his own and not Hawthorne's is that these judgments are so 
solidly grounded in the immediate context of the narrative. 
When Goodman Brown's consciousness is used as a reflector, it 
is used to develop Brown's character and to reveal his 
motivations more naturally than an objective observer could. 
In the beginning of the story we learn from Goodman Brown that 
he felt guilt from the start of his journey: "'What a wretch 
am I to leave her on such an errand,'" he thinks to himself, 
and the thought is reported by the selectively omniscient 
narrator. Later, after taking leave of the old man, Goodman 
Brown pauses, "applauding himself greatly"; when he hears the 
sound of horses approaching, however, he hides, for he is 
"conscious of the guilty purpose" that brought him into the 
forest. These revelations of Brown's inner state would be 
impossible for a truly objective observer; by letting Brown 
reflect his own reactions to his behavior, the specialized— 
and selectively omniscient—narrative persona reveals by 
juxtaposing those reactions the adolescent combination of 
brash self-righteousness and furtive self-doubt that motivates 
the protagonist. 
The psychological motivation of character, revealed 
by the narrator's access to the character's thoughts and 
feelings, is in "Young Goodman Brown" an integral part of the 
story itself. By permitting us insight into Goodman Brown's 
subjective reactions to the situation in which he finds himself, 
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Hawthorne's specialized persona shifts the emphasis of the 
story from a detailed account of certain physical incidents 
to an account of the impact of such incidents upon a sensitive 
young man. While the relevance of these incidents and of the 
character's reaction to them extends beyond the immediate 
context of the story (which is to say merely that "Young 
Goodman Brown" generates a theme), there is no evidence for 
assuming that what is revealed subjectively by Goodman Brown's 
consciousness bears direct relation to the writer Hawthorne's 
personal attitudes. Goodman Brown's psychic condition is 
revealed by the specialized persona to make more intelligible 
the entity we identify as the story itself. The revelations 
of motivation are, in "Young Goodman Brown," clearly controlled 
by an author who wishes to communicate a single, though 
complex, effect. While we can recognize much that is subjective 
in "Young Goodman Brown," we can recognize, too, that the 
subjectivity is of the character and not of the author or 
writer; in fact, the presence of subjective material reveals 
only the precision with which Hawthorne as author projects his 
aesthetic idea. 
The commentary in "Young Goodman Brown," then, reveals 
little about the private attitudes of Hawthorne the writer; 
instead, it makes explicit the functions of his authorial 
persona. When the specialized persona reveals the perceptions 
of young Goodman Brown, even this revelation remains objective 
insofar as Nathaniel Hawthorne is concerned: the use of Brown's 
mind as a reflector is evidence only of the specific function 
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devised by the author for his specialized narrative persona. 
The third-person objective narration of "Young Goodman Brown" 
effects the transmission of an aesthetic idea that is more 
intellectual than emotional in nature. In contrast to the 
effect of the first-person participant narration of "The Fall 
of the House of Usher," we can say that Hawthorne's story 
expresses a thematic statement rather than a feeling. The 
aesthetic idea expressed by Poe's story is fairly paraphrased 
as "how terrible it is to witness the progress of insanity"; 
the aesthetic idea embodied by "Young Goodman Brown" can be 
understood as "the consciousness of evil is itself a loss of 
virtue." Even from these paraphrases, it is clear that the 
personae that transmit these stories were designed for 
different ends: Poe's narrative persona projects something 
to be experienced, and Hawthorne's projects something to be 
understood. 
From this discussion of two short stories, the contri-
bution which Yeats's system makes to an understanding of 
persona should be clear. Looking upon the functions of literary 
persona from a perspective extrapolated from Yeats, we can see 
that the v. ̂ minant function of a writer' s personae depends on 
that writer's consciousness of the personae as projections 
of himself. In Poe's story, the aesthetic idea—some impression 
of terror and horror—requires a detailed expression of the 
consciousness which feels terror and horror. Because "The Fall 
of the House of Usher" relates a series of fantastic incidents, 
the author must project a narrator capable of transmitting 
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credibly Poe's necessarily subjective sense of the terrible. 
As Yeats's Mask reveals most about the being when the being 
knows that it is projecting a Mask modeled on itself, so must 
the specialized persona, if it is to transmit clearly the 
writer's individual and subjective feelings, be self-consciously 
a projection of the writer. Poe's specialized persona reveals 
much about Poe's emotional predilections because the persona 
shares a number of Poe's attributes, or Poe's specialized 
persona is similar to Poe because it reveals a number of his 
emotional preferences: the exact causality does not matter 
here. What is significant is that "The Fall of the House of 
Usher" reveals a great deal about the writer when the 
specialized persona who narrates it is self-conscious and when 
the authorial persona who directs the narration conceals only 
the most concrete irrelevant details about the writer. 
In Hawthorne's story, on the other hand, the aesthetic 
idea is something that is very nearly universal. We can 
paraphrase the theme of "Young Goodman Brown" by saying "the 
consciousness of evil is itself a loss of virtue," or we can 
use even more universal terms: "to eat of the fruit of the 
Tree of Knowledge. . . . " What is expressed by these para-
phrases is an idea that has, at least for a majority of 
readers, an independent, almost objective, existence. The 
function of the author of such a work is not to make the 
story credible by projecting it through an individuated, 
subjectively revealing persona; the function of the author is to 
present the aesthetic idea in an artistically intelligible manner. 
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Because it embodies a truth which, on some psychological or 
cultural level, we affirm, "Young Goodman Brown" is best 
transmitted by a specialized persona who lacks self-
consciousness sufficiently to avoid diluting the truth with 
the writer's personal prejudices. The personae which present 
"Young Goodman Brown" conceal the writer Hawthorne's 
idiosyncrasies, operating in the objective phases of Yeats's 
cycle, so that the transmission of the aesthetic idea is 
accomplished with consummate attention to the literary 
environment in which the story exists. 
These last comments suggest that, owing to different 
uses of authorial and specialized personae, "Young Goodman 
Brown" is a more formally—or artistically—regular short 
story than "The Fall of the House of Usher." They suggest 
that, because Poe's specialized persona is individuated so 
that it reveals about the writer Poe and because Hawthorne's 
specialized persona is projected as an objective narrative 
voice to conceal the personality of the writer Hawthorne, the 
degree of revelation about the writer is directly related to 
how much the writer is practically conscious of his 
specialized persona. And they contain the implicit suggestion 
that objective personae transmit what is more easily dealt 
with as verbal art, while subjective personae are likely to 
transmit works which reveal about the writer and which are 
for the reader often problematical. To follow these suggestions 
to some fruitful conclusions about how—if not why—literary 
personae function the way they do, it is necessary to make a 
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final extrapolation, from the writings on persona by Carl 
Gustave Jung. 
3. Jung's Mediating "Persona" 
Jung's most significant contribution to literary 
study is the psychological foundation he provided for archetypal 
criticism; almost as important is his exposition of the 
psychological construct he called the persona. In Jung's 
analytic psychology, the conscious ego—the "I," the human 
being, or, in the terms I have been using, "the writer"—exists 
at the intersection of the external, physical world and the 
equally real internal, psychic world. Each of these worlds 
makes demands on the ego; to meet these demands and to relate 
to these worlds, the ego projects several sub-personalities, 
among which are the shadow, the anima or animus, and the 
persona. As the anima, for example, is the means by which 
the ego relates to the psychosexual demands of its unconscious, 
the persona is the means used by the ego to meet the demands 
of the external world of other individuals. According to 
Jung, the "persona is a complicated system of relations between 
individual consciousness and society, fittingly enough a kind 
of mask, designed on the one hand to make a definite impression 
upon others, and, on the other, to conceal the true nature of 
23 the individual." This persona is what the individual projects 
as his social self; it is the product of a compromise between 
what the individual believes he actually is and what he 
believes others wish or expect him to be. It is what I have 
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referred to earlier as a behavioral persona, exemplified by 
"John Smith, businessman" or "Herman Melville, author." 
To understand the psychological aspects of persona, we 
must note the relation of persona to several of the most basic 
components of Jung's system. One of these components is 
individuation, the process of psychic maturation that results 
ideally in the conscious ego's recognition of its place 
between two worlds, and in the ego's becoming actually what 
it was before only potentially. To accomplish such self-
realization, the individual has to recognize the influence of, 
and his identity with, those internal and external forces 
that he would prefer to objectify as other-than-himself. 
The individual has to examine his shadow, for example, and 
come to regard it as being composed of those aspects of 
himself which he has at some time repressed; once these aspects 
are recognized for what they are—parts of his unconscious 
self—the individual can grow out of the robot-like state 
engendered by excessive repression. Similarly, the individual 
has to recognize his persona as a mask designed to meet 
external, social expectations; he must learn that, although 
some concessions to society are inevitable, the persona that 
concedes to social norms is not his real self. "The aim of 
individuation is nothing less than to divest the self of the 
false wrappings of the persona on the one hand, and the 
suggestive power of primordial images [like the shadow] on the 
24 other." The individual has to exchange one self-concept 
(of one self beset by other selves like the persona, all 
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struggling for dominance) for a mature, realistic, and unified 
one. This recognition of his true nature enables the 
individual to be, and to behave as, a single though complex 
entity that functions by means of a harmonious relationship 
among its various psychic and physical parts. The proper 
recognition of these parts (the sub-personalities of persona, 
anima, shadow, etc.) makes it possible for the individual to 
25 "convert them into bridges to the unconscious." 
The importance of the unconscious in Jung's psychology 
can hardly be overestimated. The unconscious is not only a 
very significant part of the individual, the repository of 
his deepest needs and feelings and the source of his scarcely 
known drives and desires; it is as well a vast collective 
psyche—the "soul" of all mankind, as it were—of which the 
individual is but a single part. By making conscious the 
persona and other sub-personalities, the individual can 
become aware of his relations to the collective unconscious 
and then can summon and to some extent control the instinctual 
energies of which he was formerly only dimly aware. Jung 
maintained that, by the use of symbol, the individual can 
"translate into visible reality the world within." This 
translation, which releases and somehow orders the instinctual 
energies of the unconscious, is similar to what primitive 
peoples describe as magic; it is the source of art and, on a 
more technical level, of science. The translations effected 
by the use of symbol "are steppingstones to new activities, 
27 which must be called cultural." 
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Individuation, the unconscious, and symbol: each of 
these components of Jung's analytic psychology relates to 
persona and to the persona's function in the production of 
art. The symbol is the psychological mechanism used by an 
individual (the magician, the seer, the artist) in order to 
release instinctual energies in some form. This symbolic 
2 8 form enables the symbolist to deal concretely with the 
energies his symbol makes conscious, and to communicate some-
thing about them. It enables persons other than the symbolist 
to recognize, consciously or not, these energies and to 
respond to them in a nearly universal way. (We cannot escape 
the phallic symbolism in Moby-Dick, for example, nor fail to 
respond on some emotional level to the primal power it evokes.) 
These instinctual energies are the contents of the unccHScious; 
except for occasional and private manifestations in dreams, 
they remain unavailable to the conscious ego. By means of 
symbol, however, the contents of the unconscious become 
intelligible to the individual in a public as well as a private 
way. Because the symbol is public, the individual can 
ascertain which manifestations of his unconscious are truly 
his, and which are more properly the contents of the collective 
unconscious; this distinction has obvious value in the process 
of individuation. More relevant to the production of art is 
the fact that symbol releases unconscious material in a form 
that others can recognize and respond to. By the use of 
symbols, the artist can address his art to both the conscious 
and unconscious levels of his audience; and because the symbol 
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is bound to the collective unconscious, the artist is assured 
of eliciting from his audience some kind of universal 
understanding and response. 
The general function of persona is to enable the 
individual to relate to the external world of other individuals. 
When the persona is the persona of author, it is obvious that 
the individual is projecting those aspects of himself which 
best fit society's expectations about producers of literature. 
It follows from this that, as far as the conscious ego is able 
to control the materials it is concerned with, the authorial 
persona will act in accord with the accepted norms for an 
author; that is, the persona will transmit aesthetic ideas in 
forms (short story, novel, lyric poem) that are intelligible 
to the external audience. From the foregoing discussion of 
Jung's psychology, one can infer that the most powerful 
aesthetic ideas ultimately derive from the collective 
unconscious, and that the most effective means of making 
them conscious and intelligible to other individuals is the 
use of symbol. It is therefore the primary function of 
literary personae (the generalized author and the specialized 
narrators, lyric voices, etc.) to deal with symbol in ways that 
are compatible with the expectations that other individuals 
(society, the audience) have about literature. 
At this point the literary and psychological aspects 
of persona become complex and interrelated. On the one hand, 
an individual must project a persona compatible with society's 
expectations, must translate an aesthetic idea that is 
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partially unconscious into a form understood by his audience, 
and must manipulate symbol so that his audience can recognize 
the now-conscious materials as something of which it 
unconsciously has intimate knowledge; on the other hand, the 
artwork so produced must nevertheless remain the work of an 
individual, an expression of an individual's experience with 
his own and the collective unconscious, and not merely a 
hackneyed acknowledgement of the relevance of some universal 
truth. These various demands upon the writer of literature 
help to account for the nearly infinite number of relation-
ships among writer, persona, and artwork that we can find by 
examining literary works; by considering these demands and 
some possible responses to them, we can approach an under-
standing of how persona affects the quality of a literary 
work of art. 
The degree to which a person is individuated, or the 
level of psychological maturity he has reached, influences 
considerably the functioning of that person's personae. 
Originally, the ego is not aware that it is projecting a 
persona into the social world. When a child behaves in the 
way his parents desire and is praised, he will in all likeli-
hood fail to distinguish between his behaving as desired and 
his being a good boy. The real pressures of the social world 
("be a good boy," "be a good citizen," etc.) tend to reinforce 
the ego's assumption that it and its persona are identical. 
As the ego matures, the immensity and apparent incompatibility 
of these and other pressures (internal drives toward "evil" 
62 
personified in the shadow, internal drives toward sexual 
gratification personified in the anima) cause the ego to 
experience the kind of identity crisis which we usually 
associate with adolescence. Thus the teenaged boy has to 
reconcile his secret habit of smoking (a "vice" urged by the 
shadow) with his usual obedience to his parents (a demand of 
the "good boy" persona); he must confront the questions "Am I 
evil?" and "Am I good?" and come to understand that neither 
of these personifications—neither the shadow nor the persona— 
defines his actual self in its entirety. If the boy confronts 
the questions openly and reaches an understanding of himself 
in which shadow and persona are parts of his person (but not 
the same as he, nor totally other than he), he has progressed 
psychologically to a greater degree of individuation. 
Although individuation is most dramatic during 
adolescence, it continues throughout life. As the individual 
grows older and more deeply involved in various social 
processes, he comes to project a number of different and fairly 
well-defined personae: to his wife he is a "husband," to 
his child a "father," to his colleagues a "district manager," 
and to others he projects yet other images. Usually the 
conflicts between the demands of these personae (between "father" 
and "district manager," for example) are sufficient to make 
the individual somewhat conscious of the personae. He can 
recognize that he and his personae are different, and that 
the personae are aspects of himself projected to meet external 
needs. By recognizing the personae for what they are, the 
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individual can adapt them so that they meet needs more 
efficiently, can understand himself better, can resolve some 
of the conflicts, and can proceed toward the goal of 
individuation. 
The writer is an individual in whose psychic and 
social life the persona of author is a significant aspect. 
Because he is concerned with communicating something that is 
often partially unconscious to an audience that exists outside 
himself, the writer projects the complex persona of author. 
The nature of this author is determined, on the one hand, 
by the writer's need or desire to translate into words some-
thing that is of psychological importance to him and, on the 
other, by the needs and desires of a social configuration— 
the audience—into whose midst the verbal artifact must be 
presented. Two obstacles to the most efficient transmission 
of the aesthetic idea are obvious. The writer can be so 
preoccupied with his experience of the aesthetic idea that 
the persona he projects to transmit it bears little relation 
to the external world; the artwork in this case exists as 
excellent testimony to the existence of the writer's psychic 
life, but remains largely incomprehensible to the external 
audience. The work produced by a sophomore intent on writing 
the Great American Novel, who chose for his subject a mystical 
experience of his childhood and who narrated (though barely 
fictionalized) it through the use of a stream of consciousness, 
first-person specialized persona, could serve as an example. 
What this persona reveals is subjective material related to 
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the writer; it reveals almost nothing objective to which the 
audience can relate or from which the audience can gain 
understanding. While it might be arbitrary to say that such 
a writer is immature, it is nevertheless apparent that he 
lacks a significant degree of individuation. The preoccupation 
with internal experience and the consequent projection of a 
persona that relates more to the internal than to the external 
world provide evidence that this writer has failed to 
distinguish between himself and his literary persona. He may 
believe that he is producing art, and may even congratulate 
himself for refining so life-like a persona, but we—his 
audience—know that he has succeeded only in producing some 
kind of private self-revelation. 
At the other extreme, the writer can be so preoccupied 
with the need to translate his aesthetic idea into recognizable 
form that the persona he projects becomes dissociated from his 
internal experience. In this case, the writer adopts a 
persona eminently capable of transmitting materials that meet 
the demands of the environment into which they are projected; 
what results may be a perfectly regular Petrarchan sonnet, 
intelligible to the audience in every formal aspect. The 
persona speaks in properly rhymed and metered language, uses 
similes and metaphors which the audience is certain to under-
stand, and even may choose vocabulary because of the assumed 
preferences of the audience. Because the writer has compromised 
his aesthetic idea by adopting a very conventional persona, 
however, the work which this persona transmits is unlikely to 
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reveal what it is that is particularly individual about the 
aesthetic idea that prompted the poem. Like the persona 
modeled too closely on the writer's self, this persona is 
evidence of a lack of individuation. By projecting a persona 
solely to meet the demands of environment, the writer shows 
that he is unaware of the vital relationship between self and 
persona. The sonnet may be unmistakably a sonnet, dealing 
vaguely with those things with which we expect sonnets to 
deal; but because the writer has chosen a persona that bears 
so little relation to his own individuality, the sonnet is 
little more than an exercise in prosody. 
These two instances of ineffective transmission of 
aesthetic ideas are admittedly extreme ones; they define the 
outer limits of what we may properly consider literary art. 
Within these limits exist many works of uncontested artistic 
quality whose flaws can be understood to derive from imperfect 
projections of literary personae. For example, much of 
D. H. Lawrence's fiction is projected by personae which at 
times do not relate sufficiently to external demands. These 
personae present us with characters whose motivations are 
obscure, characters whose actions result from causes known 
(we must assume) by the writer but objectified insufficiently 
by the writer's narrative personae. Reading Women in Love, 
one of Lawrence's greatest novels, we fail to understand the 
psychosexual philosophy espoused by Birkin because neither 
Lawrence's authorial persona nor the specialized persona who 
performs the narration "remembers" that the philosophy is 
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essentially private material that must be translated into 
terms an audience can understand. It is one of Lawrence's 
characteristic flaws that, as writer, he is so concerned with 
his internal experience of the aesthetic idea—an idea which 
is repeatedly and imperfectly transmitted as an almost 
mystical philosophy—that his personae relate to it and not 
to the artistic environment into which they are projected. 
Because of this emphasis on the internal world of the 
individual, Lawrence's fiction tends to attract disciples: 
not readers who share a high opinion of the author's work so 
much as believers in the writer's mystical philosophy who seek 
by primarily biographical means to decipher its meaning and to 
extend its relevance. The frequent criticisms of the formal 
shortcomings of Lawrence's fiction—that his novels lack plot 
*'and that his characters often bear embarrassing resemblances 
to actual persons—are implicit criticisms of Lawrence's 
authorial personae; these shortcomings exist because the 
writer was insufficiently aware of his personae as projections, 
objectifications of those aspects of himself which best meet 
the demands of a literary environment. 
Varying degrees of this same shortcoming exist in 
Hermann Hesse's Demian and in Melville's Mardi. In each of 
these works the authorial persona concentrates on the writer's 
experience of his aesthetic idea to the extent that the 
reader's ability to comprehend the idea is limited. Melville 
apparently was so concerned with the comprehensive world-view 
he was discovering that his authorial persona fails to translate 
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the view into anything that approaches objective terminology. 
Mardi is an "intolerable allegory"—an allegory that stubbornly 
resists attempts to elucidate it—because the specialized 
persona, Taji, is refined only to the extent that he is a 
superficial focus of narration. We read Mardi and understand 
that "these are Taji's experiences"; what these experiences 
mean and what significant relations exist among their meanings 
are not made clear. They remain unintelligible because 
Melville's authorial persona is content to translate Melville's 
aesthetic idea by means of very private symbols; these may 
release and order energies for Melville the writer, but they 
perform little if any translation for the reader. Instead of 
being consciously projected into the world external to the 
writer, Mardi seems to have escaped half formed. We read 
Mardi not because its most superficial attributes conform to 
the demands of a literary environment but because it is a 
work that reveals the internal workings of Herman Melville's 
mind. 
Only because its symbolism is more objective does 
Demian escape the same fate. Like Melville, Hesse was 
29 preoccupied with understanding an internal experience; 
Demian's author allows the specialized persona, Sinclair, to 
relate incidents according to an internal rationale which at 
times approaches the surrealistic. Because the authorial 
persona determines the plot of Demian to be a simple linear 
one—the growth into maturity that fits nicely the pattern 
we expect of a bildungsroman—and because Sinclair relates 
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almost equally to Hesse's internal experience and to similar 
experiences of the audience by means of recognizable symbols— 
the mother who is also the lover, the alter ego Demian, the 
rebirth motif personified by Abraxas—we can understand the 
novel as a coherent artistic whole. This is not to say that 
Hesse's symbols are successful in translating the whole of 
the writer's idea into intelligible terms; the symbols them-
selves tend to be abstract (Demian, for example, is too 
idealized to function credibly as a literary character) and 
the authorial persona's use of them is at times a sorry 
substitute for contextual development of character and incident. 
Hesse was, nevertheless, evidently aware of the difference 
between his private experience and the kind of embodiment 
necessary for an audience's partial apprehension of it; his 
personae relate sufficiently to our expectations about 
fictional artworks for us to regard Demian not merely as the 
product of a writer's introspection but as a haunting, if 
imperfect, work of fictional art. 
We can look at Demian from another perspective to see 
how an authorial persona might adapt so well to external 
demands that it compromises the integrity of the writer's 
individual aesthetic idea. Assuming, in such a case, that 
Hesse believed his audience would respond to archetypal 
symbolism, we can surmise that his choice of persona was 
determined more by the belief in the audience's familiarity 
with a particular kind of symbolism than by the knowledge that 
such symbolism (or the persona that transmits it) is 
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organically related to the aesthetic idea it is supposed to 
translate. Hesse might have addressed his novel to an 
audience enthusiastic about Jung's archetypal theory; in order 
to elicit a response from this audience, he would have chosen 
a persona that could transmit the novel in precisely the 
"language" the audience desired. Were this the case (I do not 
believe it is too much more than an illustrative supposition), 
then Demian would exist as an interesting manipulation of 
symbols by a persona related almost exclusively to an external 
environment; whatever Hesse the writer understood about the 
experience Sinclair narrates would be concealed behind a set 
of arbitrary symbols. 
While Demian is not a very good example of the use of 
persona solely to meet the demands of environment, this brief 
discussion of it does point to the way personae in many 
inferior novels are so related to the audience that they 
transmit aesthetic ideas ineffectively. In much popular fiction, 
authorial personae seem arbitrarily related to those external 
demands that determine how many copies of a book will be 
bought; while these demands do not properly constitute a 
literary environment, they are nevertheless external pressures 
which do influence certain formal characteristics of the 
fictional works. Erich Segal's Love Story, for instance, is 
projected by a persona that clearly has been adapted to an 
audience's desire for sentimentality and nostalgia; the very 
projection of an authorial persona (in addition to the cinematic 
persona through which the aesthetic idea was originally 
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transmitted) is an indication that the writer sought to 
project those aspects of himself which would elicit the 
widest possible response from the vast audience of paperback 
readers. Harold Robbins is said to have written The 
30 Carpetbaggers with a copy of Krafft-Ebmg at his elbow; it 
is unlikely that he did, but Robbins' persona nevertheless has 
the obvious function of stringing together so many different 
sexual perversions that at least some expectations of almost 
every audience are satisfied. 
By projecting as personae only those aspects of them-
selves that relate to the demands of a broad and immediate 
audience, Segal and Robbins compromise whatever integrity their 
aesthetic ideas may have had. Their narratives may cohere 
superficially because they meet temporary standards of taste, 
but they hardly stand forth as examples of fictional art. 
Whether or not either of these books deserves classification 
as literature is highly questionable; in this discussion they 
suffice as examples of fiction produced by personae too 
closely modeled on external expectations. They suffice—or 
will have to suffice—because it is difficult to find long 
fiction other than hackwork that illustrates this particular 
shortcoming in the use of personae. 
It is easier to observe this shortcoming in poetry, 
an art form intrinsically more structured than prose fiction. 
Keats's "Imitation of Spenser" is produced by a persona whose 
function, it appears, is less to transmit Keats's experience 
of a magical woodland morning than to illustrate the writer's 
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familiarity with the Spenserian stanza and with the conventions 
of eighteenth-century nature poetry. This persona handles the 
formal aspects of the poem well enough: the stanzas are regular, 
with only occasional substitutions, and the initial description 
followed by versified exposition adheres to the eighteenth-
century convention. What is problematical about this early 
poem is that the persona is so related to external norms that 
it does not do justice to the individual quality of Keats's 
original experience. The first two lines flow naturally in 
iambic pentameter— 
Now Morning from her orient chamber came, 
31 And her first footsteps touch'd a verdant hill; 
—and the past tense of the verbs is simple and unobtrusive. 
Before the end of this first stanza, however, poetic inversions 
and the formation of the past tense—"did down distill" (5) and 
"a little lake did fill" (7)—draw attention to the persona's 
difficulty in fitting the aesthetic idea to the stanzaic form. 
Throughout the poem, adjectives are overused to form epithets 
32 ("silken fins," "ruby glow," "jetty eyes" ) which weaken the 
effect of the verbs and nouns and which subjugate the aesthetic 
idea to the requirements of a predetermined convention. As 
the poem progresses, it seems that the writer allows his 
persona to become dissociated from his individuality and to 
relate ever more closely to the demands of a conventional 
audience. 
The third stanza contains the versified exposition—or 
commentary on what has previously been described—usual in the 
72 
second half of eighteenth-century nature poems. In this poem, 
the change in the persona's perspective (from objective 
description to self-conscious comment) is introduced only by 
the vaguely falling rhythm of line 18. Most of the stanza is 
totally conventional: 
Ah! could I tell the wonders of an isle 
That in that fairest lake had placed been, 
I could e'en Dido of her grief beguile; 
Or rob from aged Lear his bitter teen: 
For sure so fair a place was never seen, 
Of all that ever charm'd romantic eye (19-24). 
The references to Dido and Lear are arbitrary, having little 
organic relation to the rest of the poem; they are here, it 
seems, because they fit the metrical requirements of a 
Spenserian stanza and because Keats's persona is intent on 
relating this transmission to the wider contexts of classical 
and Shakespearean literature. The stanza, especially these 
six lines of it, seems carelessly put together. "Rob" is a 
poorly chosen verb; if the lyric persona could take Lear's 
"bitter teen" (itself a questionable archaism), then the 
persona would possess it—hardly a result consonant with the 
already described effects of this wondrous island. The 
repetition of "that" in line 20 is awkward and distracting; 
line 23 is dull and prosaic. These instances of carelessness 
testify to Keats's persona's preoccupation with the superficial 
metrical aspects of the poem and the persona's dissociation 
from the aesthetic experience of the writer. This dissociation 
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is more apparent when we contrast this stanza with a similar 
shift of perspective in "Kubla Khan": "Could I revive within 
me/ Her symphony and song" (42-43), or with Keats's own 
masterful shift in his "Ode to Psyche": 
Yes, I will be thy priest, and build a fane 
In some untrodden region of my mind, 
Where branched thoughts, new grown with pleasant pain, 
Instead of pines shall murmur in the wind (50-53). 
These last lines are the products of a persona clearly 
related to the rigorous formal demands of the ode, but the 
persona is nevertheless related equally well to the individuality 
of Keats's experience; as a result, the ode is projected with 
attention to its internal and external environments and exists 
as a near-perfect harmony of content and form. "Imitation of 
Spenser," on the other hand, is an immature poem that relies 
too heavily upon its persona's relation to external norms. 
Since it is one of Keats's earliest works, its imperfections 
are very likely results of Keats's inability to distinguish 
his persona from his self, an inability which resulted in his 
mistaking an externally oriented persona for a projection of 
all the poetic aspects of his individuality. At the time of 
this poem's composition, Keats very probably did not have 
sufficient confidence in his own aesthetic perceptions to 
enable him to overcome the influence of conventions that 
reflected the poetic taste of his time; so "Imitation of 
Spenser" stands, an imitation only in metrical form, transmitted 
by a persona excessively conventional. 
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Nevertheless, the projection of such a "collectively suitable 
persona [one which communicates immediately the lyrical 
nature of its utterance] means a formidable concession to the 
external world, a genuine self-sacrifice which drives the ego 
33 straight into identification with the persona." What is 
sacrificed is the ability to maintain a crucially important 
sense of self and to project this sense into an artwork whose 
form is largely determined by an external environment. 
While this sacrifice is intermittently evident in most 
long fiction—as the use of stock symbolism or the adoption 
of another author's stylistic idiosyncrasies—it is more 
prevalent in lyric poetry for at least two reasons. The first 
of these I have described above: the writer of poetry must 
use a persona that will place his work in the environment of 
other poems. The formalized nature of poetic utterance makes 
it very nearly impossible for a writer to project a poetic 
persona (similar to an authorial persona but more specialized) 
and still speak in his own voice; it is all too easy, once the 
poetic persona has been projected, to permit this persona to 
relate exclusively to formal demands and be assured, at least, 
of producing a recognizable poem. The second reason is directly 
related to the usual length of poetic utterances. Because lyric 
poems are short, the ego's sacrifice of its individuality is 
a posture that can be maintained for the duration of the poem. 
The writer can suspend his sense of individual experience in 
order to concentrate, by means of a persona, on the formal 
attributes of his work; once the short poem is completed—and 
76 
between revisions before its completion—the writer can 
reassert in other forms the individuality he had suppressed. 
(We collect and read the letters of authors and poets to gain 
insight into the individuality that is seldom fully revealed 
in their formally literary accomplishments.) By so expressing 
his own experience in other environments, moreover, the writer 
can enjoy a psychological sense of relief. 
It is altogether more difficult to sacrifice individu-
ality and achieve formal regularity for the entire duration 
of a novel of even modest length. One difficulty is the very 
flexibility of the genre: a novel is a fictional narrative in 
prose, of a substantial length. These attributes do not admit 
of formal specification, and little else can be added to the 
"definition" they constitute. Should a writer seek to project 
a persona modeled exclusively on the formal attributes of the 
novel, he would only be frustrated in his attempt; it is one 
thing to choose arbitrarily a lyric voice to transmit one's 
poem, but quite another to find so traditional a persona to 
transmit prose fiction. The lyric persona, whether or not it 
is dramatized, must be subjective, but the persona that transmits 
a novel may be objective or subjective, dramatized or not, a 
participant or an observer, fully or only partially omniscient, 
or almost any combination of these, as long as it gets the 
story told. Because there is no single kind of voice which 
usually narrates a novel (just as there is no single kind of 
prose narrative which alone can be called a novel), the would-be 
novelist cannot abandon his individuality for the security of a 
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conventional persona. 
He cannot, at least, abandon it for very long, because 
of a second difficulty occasioned by the length of most novels. 
From a psychological perspective we can see that a novel is 
the result of an individual's ordering an internal experience 
of quantitative as well as qualitative magnitude in a primarily 
narrative way. The literary personae of author and narrator 
are the means used by the writer to transmit his aesthetic 
idea in a form related to both his internal experience and his 
awareness of an external audience. These personae, because 
they are projections of aspects of the writer's self, are 
related to his internal experiences; because they are projected 
beyond the writer's internal consciousness into an environment 
largely determined by others, they relate to the external 
environment. The writer intent on producing a novel—a work 
of art to be apprehended by others as a novel—must project in 
his personae those aspects of himself which can best meet the 
expectations that his audience has developed from experience 
with other novels. Thus the writer's authorial persona should 
be a projection of the writer's ability to conceive of incidents 
as units of a larger causal sequence; of his aptitude to 
abstract from persons of his direct and indirect acquaintance 
those qualities which are most memorable and to synthesize 
these qualities as new combinations or characters; and of his 
facility in extracting significance from the actions and 
interactions of individuals and, conversely, in arranging 
characters and incidents in ways that are significant 
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beyond their mere arrangements. The writer's specialized 
persona should be a projection of these abilities and aptitudes 
refined in such a way that these abilities are exhibited to 
greatest advantage within the narrative context that is the 
concrete expression of the writer's aesthetic idea. 
These expectations are of a general nature: they 
determine only that the personae transmitting a novel be able 
to manage plot, character, and theme, and be able to combine 
these elements by telling in a credible voice the coherent 
story which these elements comprise. Because these expectations 
are so general, the writer of a novel must turn to his own 
experience not only for the details which his personae will 
arrange as plot and character and the rest, but for the specific 
forms that will make these arrangements intelligible to his 
audience. To a certain extent this reliance on individual 
experience is applicable to the producer of any work of art; 
for the writer of a novel, because his artwork derives so much 
of its considerable substance from actual events, dependence 
on his own experience is especially necessary. Since the novel 
should exist for its readers as an intelligible whole, the 
writer seeks to project a narrative persona that can, for the 
entire length of the novel, transmit his aesthetic idea from a 
consistent perspective. It is the duration for which this 
perspective must be maintained—months of composition and 
revision, hundreds of consecutive pages of prose—that makes 
it almost impossible for the writer not to fall back on his 
individual experience. His narrative persona is, after all, a 
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insights which Jung's psychology provides, we can understand 
that this revelation about the writer by the personae which 
transmit the artwork is directly related to the degree of 
individuation that the writer has attained. When a writer 
transmits an artwork through personae closely modeled on 
himself, he lacks individuation to the extent that he does not 
realize that the artwork must exist coherently apart from his 
individual consciousness. From a strictly literary perspective, 
these insights help us to estimate, on the basis of the self-
consciousness of the personae that transmit an artwork, how 
revealing of its writer the artwork will be. 
Whether or not we are interested specifically in the 
revelations about a writer which his personae provide, analysis 
of the writer's personae can assist us considerably in 
determining the most appropriate critical approaches to given 
works of literary art. Upon observing the predominantly 
objective nature of the personae that transmit "Young Goodman 
Brown" we can reasonably assume that the story can be 
approached successfully by some kind of formally oriented 
criticism; the same is true of "Imitation of Spenser." Both 
these works are transmitted by personae that largely conceal 
the individuality of their writers; both exist in forms that 
are largely determined by the literary contexts into which 
they are transmitted. "Young Goodman Brown" is easily recognized 
as a regular short story, a narration primarily of one climatic 
incident in the experience of a single character; its reliance 
upon the conventions of allegory is likewise apparent, for 
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characters' names and actions are so deliberate that they 
must mean more than what they literally are. "Imitation of 
Spenser" cannot be taken for anything but Spenserian stanzas 
arranged according to the convention of nature poetry that 
had survived from the previous century. When we subject these 
works to formal criticism we discover that Keats's poem fits 
into its literary environment well enough, but does nothing 
whatever to enrich that environment: it is a sterile poem 
with little more than regular meter to recommend it. In 
Hawthorne's story, on the other hand, characters and incidents 
are arranged to meet our every formal expectation, yet they 
nevertheless produce ironies and ambiguities that offer fresh 
discoveries upon each reading. 
We can experience this richness in Hawthorne's work 
because his literary personae are poised delicately between 
the internal and external worlds of Jung's psychology; 
Hawthorne's specialized persona in particular is an expertly 
projected "mask which simulates individuality, pretending to 
others and to itself that it is individual, while it simply 
34 plays a part in which the collective psyche speaks." Because 
the persona's pretense of individuality is so expert, we look 
upon its transmissions as unique even though they are largely 
conventional; but because the persona does, after all, translate 
materials from the collective unconscious, we respond to its 
transmissions as to truths which have always been known but 
were waiting for their proper articulation. 
Because of its objective orientation, a persona like 
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Hawthorne's avoids the danger of projecting materials which 
are properly the contents of the writer's personal unconscious; 
its manipulation of symbol does release unconscious energies 
of the writer, but because of the objectivity of the forms 
into which these energies are translated the energies are those 
shared unconsciously by the audience as well. Objectively 
oriented personae transmit materials in forms we can recognize, 
so that we can deal with their transmissions as verbal artworks 
of specific kinds. In criticizing such artworks our initial 
inquiries are directed toward determining how their aesthetic 
ideas are transmitted; these initial inquiries are satisfied 
once we recognize that the aesthetic ideas are transmitted in 
one of a number, or in some combination, of traditional ways. 
Our initial inquiries answered, we can direct our emphasis 
toward the content of the aesthetic ideas: what the traditional 
forms communicate. Significantly, what is communicated by the 
traditional forms which objective personae transmit is usually 
the object of cognition: we can paraphrase it as a thematic 
statement and can understand it intellectually without great 
difficulty. 
Should we observe that an artwork is transmitted by 
predominantly subjective personae, as we would if we examined 
"The Fall of the House of Usher" or Portrait of the Artist as 
a Young Man, our choice of critical methodology would undoubtedly 
change. It is possible to approach both these works formal-
istically—Poe's story is a narration of a single incident in 
one character's experience, and Joyce's novel is a Bildungs-
roman—but a formal approach to either of them would hardly 
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result in our appreciation of their individual artistic 
qualities. Because these artworks are transmitted by personae 
closely related to their writers, a more eclectic kind of 
criticism is necessary. Poe's story, for example, coheres 
because of the detailed projection of the idiosyncratic 
persona that narrates it; if this persona did not reveal the 
writer's individual feelings about horror and morbidity we 
would question seriously the means this persona uses to relate 
character to incident and to arrange incidents as plot. To 
do justice to "The Fall of the House of Usher" some kind of 
psychological approach is necessary to complement the 
formalistic one: we can regard Poe's story as a coherent 
narrative only when we understand the subjective motivation 
of character that derives from the writer's state of mind. 
Similarly, we would wonder at the apparent paranoia of Joyce's 
narrator (how can a sane adolescent be so concerned with 
eternal damnation?) if we did not recognize in this narrative 
persona the specific influence of Joyce's Catholic Jansenist 
youth. 
Even when we approach such works from a number of 
critical perspectives, we do not arrive at an understanding 
of them that can be intellectually objectified. The thematic 
statement expressed by "The Fall of the House of Usher" or 
by Portrait is not a statement at all, but instead an emotional 
experience to which we are made somehow to relate. The 
subjective personae which transmit such works reveal much about 
the writer's unconscious experience; how this individual 
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experience, transmitted in primarily private form, is made 
accessible to an audience is the central question facing the 
critic of works transmitted by subjective personae. In the 
process of answering this question the critic faces innumerable 
difficulties: problems of form, of style, and of literary 
persona. Yet amid these difficulties he is likely to glimpse 
what lies at the heart of some of the greatest—and most 
problematical—works of literary art. 
From its origin as a classical dramatic mask, we can 
see how the use of literary persona extends to all productions 
of verbal art. Recognizing the nature and function of various 
personae, we can judge the formal perfection of given literary 
works or we can estimate the degree of self-revelation that 
exists in a writer's productions. A writer's projection of 
persona determines how much we know about the individual who 
is the source of an aesthetic idea; as the medium through 
which the artwork reaches us, persona determines as well the 
form in which the aesthetic idea is transmitted. 
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NOTES—CHAPTER 1 
According to Webster's New World Dictionary of the 
American Language, College Edition (Cleveland, 1966), a medium 
is "an intervening thing through which . . . an effect is 
produced," "any means, agency, or instrumentality," or "any 
material used for expression or delineation in art." These 
definitions provide us with the general understanding that 
medium, as I use it, means that discernible product of a 
writer through which he communicates or transmits his artwork. 
As a sculptor's medium may be marble or bronze, an author's 
medium is his arrangement of words. More specifically in a 
literary sense, medium means the configuration of intellectual, 
emotional, and experiential attributes of a person which is 
devised in order to provide a contextual source for the person's 
arrangement of words within his literary artwork. A novel, for 
example, does not reach us directly from the mind of its writer; 
it reaches us through a voice the writer synthesizes in order 
to provide a definite focus for the narration. The narrative 
voice that speaks a novel, like the other synthetic voices 
that Speak poems, short stories, and essays, is a specifically 
literary medium. 
2 
Walker Gibson, Persona: A Style Study for Readers 
and Writers (New York, 1969), p. 58. 
3 
Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago, 
1961), p. 151. 
4 
Cassell's Latin Dictionary, rev. J. R. V. Marchant 
and Joseph F. Charles (New York, nd), p. 410. 
5 
The Rhetoric, and Gibson, Persona. 
George Thaddeus Wright, "Modern Poetry and the persona: 
The Device and its Aesthetic Context, as Exhibited in the Work 
of Eliot, Yeats, and Pound," unpubl. diss. (Berkeley, 1957), 
p. 5. 
7 
Wright, "Modern Poetry," p. 26. 
g 
I use the term "writer" to describe the human being 
as he is engaged in a specific set of acts; "author," on the 
other hand, designates an emphasis primarily upon the activity. 
The distinction is analogous to that between "a man from whom 
others learn" and "a teacher." The "writer" is a human being 
but the "author" is a persona. 
9 
William Butler Yeats, A Vision (A Reissue with the 
Author's Final Revisions) (New York, 1961J", p. 84. 
86 
Yeats, p. 81. 
Yeats, p. 85. 
12Yeats, p. 82. 
13 
The four directly quoted passages begin: "I shall 
perish" (p. 118); "Her decease" (p. 119); "And you have not 
seen it?" (p. 126); and "Not hear it?—yes, I hear it" (p. 130). 
All quotations are from Edgar Allen Poe, "The Fall of the House 
of Usher" and Other Tales (New York: New American Library, 
1960), pp. 113-31. 
14 
"Yet the character of his face had been at all times 
remarkable. A cadaverousness of complexion; an eye large, 
liquid, and luminous beyond comparison; lips somewhat thin and 
very pallid, but of a surpassingly beautiful curve; a nose of 
a delicate Hebrew model, but with a breadth of nostril unusual 
in similar formations; a finely moulded chin, speaking, in its 
want of prominence, of a want of moral energy; hair of a more 
than web-like softness and tenuity;—these features, with an 
inordinate expansion above the regions of the temple, made up 
altogether a countenance not easily to be forgotten" (p. 117). 
15 
"From a position fronting my own, he had gradually 
brought round his chair, so as to sit with his face to the 
door of the chamber; and thus I could but partially perceive 
his features, although I saw that his lips trembled as if he 
were murmuring inaudibly. His head had dropped upon his breast— 
yet I knew that he was not asleep, from the wide and rigid 
opening of the eye as I caught a glance of it in profile. The 
motion of his body, too, was at variance with this idea—for 
he rocked from side to side with a gentle yet constant and " 
uniform sway. Having rapidly taken notice of all this, I 
resumed the narrative . . ." (p. 129). 
"I shall ever bear about me a memory of the many 
solemn hours I thus spent alone with the master of the House 
of Usher. Yet I should fail in any attempt to convey an idea 
of the exact character of the studies, or of the occupations, 
in which he involved me, or led me the way. . . . Among other 
things, I hold painfully in mind a certain singular perversion 
and amplification of the wild air of the last waltz of Von Weber. 
From the paintings over which his elaborate fancy brooded, and 
which grew, touch by touch, into vagueness at which I shuddered 
not knowing why—from these paintings (vivid as their images 
now are before me) I would in vain endeavor to educe more than 
a small portion which should lie within the compass of merely 
written words" (p. 120). 
17 
The following diagrammatic exposition of the relation 
between Yeats's Mask (indicated by lower case) and the concept 
of literary persona (upper case) should clarify the various 
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My division of first and third person narrators is 
admittedly imprecise and arbitrary. The designations might 
more accurately (though not so succinctly) read "participant 
narrators, observers performing evaluative commentary as well 
as narration, etc." and "undramatized narrators, reflector-
type narration arrangements, disinterested observers, etc." 
For example, [1] might represent the "position" of the narrator 
of "The Fall of the House of Usher"; [2], the narrator of The 
Ambassadors; and [3], the narrator of "Young Goodman Brown." 
One of the problems that Moby-Dick poses is that it is narrated 
from a variety of "positions" that could be plotted on this 
diagram. 
From the concepts of persona which this depicts, some 
generalizations can be made: 
1. When the practical consciousness is awareness of a story 
as the projection of the writer, the literary personae reveal; 
the specialized persona becomes related closely to the author 
and to the writer. 
2. When the practical consciousness diminishes—when the writer 
sees his story primarily as part of an aesthetic environment— 
the literary personae conceal; the specialized persona is 
projected to conceal irrelevant details about the writer and 
to focus attention on the work of art itself. 
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"Young Goodman Brown," in Nathaniel Hawthorne, "The 
Celestial Railroad" and Other Stories (New York: New American 
Library, 1963), pp. 87-100. All quotations are from this 
text. 
-^Booth, p. 152. 
20 
Hawthorne's authorial persona makes use of this same 
kind of verbal control throughout the story. When the narrator 
mentions the old traveler's "twisted staff" (p. 90), "twisted" 
suggests something perverse and evil. When Goodman Brown asks 
"'why should I quit my dear Faith,'" when the narrator says 
that Brown should have spent the night "in the arms of Faith" 
(p. 92), and when in despair Brown cries "'My Faith is gone'" 
(p. 94), the play on the meanings of the young wife's name 
recurs. "'But where is Faith*" (p. 97) and "the wretched man 
beheld his Faith" (p. 98) continue the pattern. 
21 
The seven instances where authorial comment and 
explanation (rather than narrative description) occur are: 
"as the wife was aptly named" (p. 87); "there was a world of 
meaning in this simple comment" (p. 92); "with the instinct 
that guides mortal man to evil" (p. 95); "trembled lest their 
mothers should espy them" (p. 9 6); "The fiend in his own shape 
is less hideous than when he rages in the breast of man" 
(p. 95); "In truth they were such" (p. 96); and "Unfathomable 
to mere mortals is the lore of fiends" (p. 9 7). Even so, only 
the last three can be attributed indisputably to the authorial 
persona as examples of intrusive (though justified for an 
"omniscient author") commentary by a voice different from that 
which narrates the rest of the story. When we read "as the 
wife was aptly named," for instance, we cannot be certain that 
this is Hawthorne as author (or as writer) speaking. That 
Faith was named aptly, as well as the following three comments, 
might well be judgments of Goodman Brown's, because his 
consciousness is used as a reflector in other, more obvious, 
passages m the story. 
22 
Some additional examples of Brown's consciousness 
as it is used as a reflector are: "Goodman Brown felt himself 
justified" (p. 88). Brown left his companion as they 
approached Goody Cloyse to remain watching and listening in 
the woods; it is very probable that Brown's consciousness 
interpreted as "a prayer, doubtless" the indistinct mumbling 
of the old woman (p. 91). Likewise, it must have been Brown 
asking "Whither, then, could these holy men be journeying 
so deep into the heathen wilderness?" (p. 93), for the 
judgment "holy" could not have come from the narrator who 
knows their wicked purpose. At the baptismal ceremony in the 
forest, Goodman Brown's consciousness reflects the effects of 
the dark night on the basin in the rock: "Did it contain 
water, reddened by the lurid light? or was it blood? or, 
perchance, a liquid flame?" (p. 99). 
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23 
Carl Gustave Jung, Two Essays on Analytical Psychology 
(New York, 1953), p. 190. 
24 
Jung, Two Essays, p. 172. 
25 
Jung, Two Essays, p. 209. 
Jung, The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche (New 
York, 1960), p. 158. 
27 
Jung, Structure, p. 48. 
28 
The term symbolist here has only tangential relation 
to the nineteenth-century Movement. I use the term as an 
abbreviated reference to the individual as symbol-maker or, 
more accurately with respect to Jung's collective unconscious, 
to the symbol-discovering individual who uses his discovery 
to give form to at least the emotional content of his artwork. 
29 
Demian would indeed be strong evidence for the 
validity of the theory of archetypes were it not for the fact 
that, while he was writing the novel, Hesse was in analysis 
with Carl Jung. 
30 
Robert George Reisner, Show Me the Good Parts (New 
York, 1964), p. 109. 
31 
John Keats, Complete Poems and Selected Letters, ed. 
Clarence De Witt Thorpe (New York, 1935), pp. 3-4. Other 
quotations are from this edition. 
32 
Lines 12, 13, and 16; there are many more: "lawny 
crest," "amber flame" (3), "mossy beds" (5), "plumage bright" 
(10), "brilliant dye" (11), "arched snow" (14), "bitter teen" 
(22), "romantic eye" (24), "silver sheen" (25), and others. 
33 
Jung, Two Essays, p. 191. 
34 
Jung, Two Essays, p. 276. 
II. PERSONA, MODE, AND GENRE 
Once a writer projects a specific persona, he determines 
the literary form in which his aesthetic idea will exist for 
the readers of his artwork. In my earlier discussion of the 
nature of persona, the term "form" is sufficient to designate 
generally how verbal transmissions of aesthetic ideas exist, 
and to distinguish this manner of existence from what is caused 
to exist in this way. Thus "form" refers to those attributes 
of an artwork that derive from transmitting an aesthetic idea 
so that it can be understood as related or unrelated to other 
aesthetic ideas that are transmitted in similar or different 
ways. Already, however, it becomes obvious that such a general 
conception of literary form is unsatisfactorily vague. In 
order to discuss the very significant relation between persona 
and form it is necessary to identify specifically the particu-
larly formal functions of literary persona: the determination 
of mode and genre. 
In his schematic Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye 
sets forth a theory for the orderly practice of genuine 
literary criticism. This criticism, he argues, results from 
the dialectic that exists when historical criticism (studying 
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a work of literature in its own context without applying to it 
the standards of contemporary taste) is complemented by ethical 
criticism (the study of a work, regardless of its tradition, 
1 
in the context of its contemporary relevance). By so 
regarding a literary work as it is and as it might be, Frye's 
dialectic enables the critic to bypass such pitfalls as 
preoccupation with value and extra-literary determinism. In 
order to give this dialectic the character of a systematic 
intellectual endeavor, Frye explicates his theories of mode, 
symbol, archetype, and genre. Should we look upon these 
explications from the perspective provided by a mathematical 
metaphor, we can regard works of literature as being generated 
along the axes of mode and genre. 
1. Mode 
Literary mode is initially a designation of the power 
of action (compared with our own normal powers to act at will 
and to influence our environment) with which the central 
character of a work of literature is endowed. Thus a 
character who can choose his own fate and control his 
environment—whose power of action is absolutely superior 
to that of ordinary human beings—is evidence that the artwork 
he inhabits is myth. If a character's power of action is 
relatively superior to our own—if the character exists in a 
recognizably real world but is able nevertheless to exert his 
will with greater than normal freedom—his story is likely to 
2 
be a romance. As the protagonist's power of action approaches 
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our own and finally becomes inferior to ours, the literary 
3 
mode becomes high mimetic, low mimetic, and finally ironic. 
While it is first an indication of the quality of 
character, literary mode is also an indication of an artwork's 
historical origin within a culture. In general, the first 
works of literature produced by a culture are mythic: stories 
of gods who are nearly if not fully omnipotent. Mythic works 
are followed by romantic ones: legends of the exploits of 
men who seem more than human (Beowulf, Achilles) but who are 
ultimately subject to powers greater than their own. As the 
culture stabilizes and grows older, its literature emphasizes 
the actions of great men, leaders and national heroes, then of 
ordinary men, and finally—in our own age of Western history— 
of men who are trapped almost helplessly by the forces of 
their environment or by their own imperfect natures. This 
progression of modes is applicable only to literature that is 
naive: literature that is primitive and popular in the sense 
of its being an almost spontaneous product of the culture in 
which it originates. Insofar as we examine naive literature, 
however, we can see that the progression of literary modes 
forms the temporal axis along which artworks are generated. 
Reading a number of works from one period in the development 
of a culture, we are far more likely to observe the dominance 
of one mode than we are to discover the random occurrence 
of all five. 
With respect to naive literature, the relation of 
persona to mode is simple and twofold. One aspect of the 
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relation inheres in the evolutionary nature of culture: in 
the fact that Western culture has developed chronologically 
from one recognizable phase to another. If culture itself 
can be regarded as the extension of a community's or nation's 
self-image—with literature as the verbal dimension of this 
extension—then the dominant literary mode can be observed to 
be the product of the voice of that self-image. If, in its 
primitive state, a culture is concerned primarily with survival, 
it must somehow understand its relation to the powerful and 
mysterious forces which seem to control all things; the 
dominant voice or persona of this primitive culture concerns 
itself with the production of stories—myths—that deal with 
man's relation to these natural and supernatural forces. From 
this perspective, literary persona is the projection of those 
attributes of an individual which correspond most closely 
to those which the individual's social environment has synthe-
sized as its conventional self-image. If the culture regards 
itself as especially favored by gods of rain and fertility, 
the dominant literary persona is likely to be the voice of 
these gods or of their priest, producing artworks that tell 
of the actions of these gods and of the relation between gods 
and men. 
As the culture develops, its self-image changes, and so 
does the dominant persona that transmits its literature. When 
the culture has stabilized sufficiently for it to be able to 
define certain frontiers which are nevertheless near enough in 
time or geography to influence the culture significantly, its 
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dominant literary persona becomes a voice that can speak with 
authority about what is beyond the frontier and what happens to 
those prodigious men who seek adventure there. This persona 
is frequently the projection of attributes of a wanderer (p. 57), 
one who returns to the center of culture to recount those 
romantic events of the past (or of the far away) which he has 
remembered. As the culture stabilizes further, its interests 
focus less on frontiers and increasingly on its political 
activities. The dominant literary persona becomes a projection 
of an ideal courtier or, at least, a good citizen; this persona 
speaks in a civilized, social, high mimetic voice, relating 
the actions of men like his leaders and noting their social 
consequences in terms of order and beauty. This persona is 
the voice of a golden age; having retreated from a close 
relation between gods and men, and even nature and men, the 
culture exists—at least in the eyes of its citizens—as a 
political organism that functions by virtue of the harmony 
among individuals. 
Later cultural evolution produces social organization 
that is less organic and more mechanical. Not gods, nor 
nature, nor harmony among men, but rather the interaction of 
individuals and social influences becomes the focal point for 
cultural self-consciousness. The dominant literary persona 
of the first of these later phases is an idealized individual 
who asserts that the individual member of society can indeed 
maintain his significance in an increasingly complex and 
dehumanizing world. This persona speaks in a low mimetic 
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voice and relates the actions of ordinary men as sympathetic 
because of their relevance and as significant because of the 
individual quality of their motivation. The final (or at least 
our present) cultural phase is one in which society exists 
less for the individuals that compose it than for the 
mechanistic functioning of the things it has produced. Men 
have become the expendable parts of some vast political, 
economic, or military machine; as individuals, men are helpless, 
alienated from their fellows by their unchosen roles and from 
themselves by their neuroses and psychoses. The dominant 
literary persona of this phase is similarly mechanical and 
helpless: on the one hand, it is the voice of the verbal 
craftsman, intent only on producing some well-wrought artifact, 
and on the other, it is a voice so involved in its productions 
that it is powerless to make explicit value judgments in them. 
This persona is the voice of irony, relating without comment 
the fragmented actions of degenerate men in a humanly 
meaningless world; by its very utterance, however, this persona 
imposes form, and by its refusal to judge makes the final 
existential comment. 
In one significant sense, cultural evolution is 
synonymous with the progressive alteration of a community's or 
nation's concept of man's definitive relationship with his 
environment. Early concepts of man as one of "the human beings" 
(as some Sioux nations called themselves) give way to concepts 
of the individual man as one fragile part of a very complex 
technology. The changes which this concept undergoes are 
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reflected, in a literary context, by the kind of voice that 
transmits most of the literature of any given cultural period. 
As culture evolves and man comes to see himself in different 
ways, it is natural that he will alter the persona through 
which he transmits his literary utterances. 
The second aspect of the relation of persona to mode 
inheres in the nature of persona itself. The manner in which 
a verbal artwork exists is determined largely by the specific 
attributes of the persona that transmits it. In order for a 
work of literature to exist in a given mode, it must be 
transmitted by a medium or persona that can endow it with 
those specific characteristics which we recognize as peculiarly 
mythic or romantic or ironic. The writer who produces a mythic 
work of art adopts as his literary persona the projection of 
his attributes which most closely correspond to an oracular 
voice. The necessity of this oracular persona for myth 
becomes apparent when we contrast Edith Hamilton's treatments 
of Greek and Roman mythology with the initial chapters of 
Genesis. Ms. Hamilton's books are clearly enough about gods— 
characters with far more than human power over their actions 
and environment—but her books consist of retellings of myths 
rather than truly mythic stories. The beginning of Genesis, 
on the other hand, is related by a persona that is oracular: 
the voice that tells us about the creation of the heavens and 
the earth speaks with an authority that is itself godlike 
(or at least divinely inspired), an authority that is far more 
immediate than any anthropological-historical voice can be. 
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The mythic mode, then, is determined not only by the extra-
ordinary power of action with which characters are invested, 
but equally by the divine or divinely inspired oracular voice 
that relates the actions of these characters. Without 
transmission by an oracular persona, a work of literature may 
relate to myth, but it cannot be properly mythic. 
Determination of the other modes is similarly dependent 
on persona, for the mode of a literary artwork is influenced 
to a very great degree by the attitude with which a persona 
transmits an aesthetic idea. For a work to be romantic in 
mode, characters must be heroic and more powerful than 
ordinary men; equally necessary for romance is a persona that 
can appreciate the qualities of these characters and transmit 
their actions as the suitable objects of awe. The quality of 
nostalgia in romantic works owes its existence to the persona's 
designation as rememberer, and the quality of inspiration 
derives from the persona's positive judgments about the 
romantic heroes and their exploits. If the persona that 
transmits Beowulf could not remember—and make immediate and 
plausible for the audience—a world inhabited by dragons, and 
if it did not so insistently regard the protagonist as an 
admirable hero, we might read the final episode of the poem 
as the pathetic story of an inordinately proud old man. 
Whether or not we actually would regard Beowulf as a 
pathetic figure would depend on the persona that relates his 
actions and characteristics. If this persona were projected 
as a distinctly social voice—a voice that accepts and supports 
98 
the premise that man's proper place is within the structure 
of a harmonious society—then Beowulf would exist in the high 
mimetic mode. Beowulf would remain a noble character and his 
acts of leadership would remain admirable, but the persona 
that would transmit such a hypothetical story would communicate 
its socially oriented attitude by suggesting (at the very 
least) that a man, no matter how courageous, has no business 
pursuing dragons. This high mimetic persona would regard dragons 
and other such physical phenomena as having a place in the 
order of things and would regard the order itself as an 
extension of ideal beauty, to which men can contribute only by 
maintaining regular and stable societies. This definitive 
attitude of the high mimetic persona is evident in the kinds 
of plots it most frequently transmits: comic plots in which 
a heroic character struggles against others but succeeds 
eventually in constructing a new and ordered society, and 
tragic plots in which a great leader discovers the futility 
of his attempts to alter the ordered functioning of the cosmos. 
The predominance of the low mimetic mode occurs, 
significantly, during those historical periods in which a 
large and increasingly literate middle class exists as the 
most likely audience for literary works. The cultural pre-
eminence of this middle class and a widespread awareness of 
the difficulties which an individual must surmount in order 
to survive the various pressures of an increasingly complex 
society influence the writer's projection of culturally suit-
able personae. Thus, for a verbal artwork to exist in the low 
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mimetic mode, it needs to be transmitted by a persona whose 
sympathies extend particularly to the ordinary man. The low 
mimetic persona is projected as the voice of an individual who 
differs from the individuals that constitute its audience only 
by being able to experience life and nature more acutely than 
they. For this persona society remains ordered, though its 
order is not nearly so ideal as it was regarded previously. 
A character can achieve a degree of significance by raising 
his status within society (the cultural mythos of the middle 
class), but this persona is likely to regard with greater 
approbation those characters who derive their significance 
from their relation to the natural harmony of life, or from 
exiling themselves (if only psychologically) from those aspects 
of society that are more mechanical than organic. Looking upon 
the social order as primarily mechanical—and thus at variance 
to the best interests of the common man—the low mimetic persona 
transmits many of the attitudes of the social revolutionary 
(p. 60); the common protagonists of its tragic plots achieve 
a kind of greatness precisely because they adhere to their 
individuality and humanity despite the victimizing pressures 
of the social machine. 
In our present cultural age the mechanistic metaphors 
have proliferated, the sense of stable social order has largely 
disintegrated, and even the most traditional verities are 
subject to refutation and unbelief. The dominant literary 
mode is ironic, produced by personae whose definitive attitude 
toward the materials they transmit is most accurately described 
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as a lack of attitude. Facing an external world of inconsist-
encies and contradictions, the writer turns inward to project 
personae that relate almost exclusively to the ideal world 
of Art (pp. 60-61). Such personae may be committed to the 
transmission of aesthetic ideas in exquisitely wrought forms, 
but the very formality of their utterances contrasts tellingly 
with the fragmented nature of the society they address. By 
omitting explicit judgments in their transmissions, these 
ironic personae suggest (ironically) the helplessness and 
alienation of the individual in the modern world. These 
personae are disembodied voices, denied by the nature of their 
projection any communicable sense of human value and destined, 
by the heterogenous nature of their audience, to speak 
ambiguously the language of paradox. 
This progressive generation of literary modes along a 
temporal axis and the determination of mode by personae which 
are themselves the reflections of a culture's self-consciousness 
are systematically relevant only to literature that is naive. 
When we approach literature that is sophisticated—literature 
that is produced not merely as the spontaneous expression of 
a culture but more specifically as a result of writers' 
awareness and manipulation of the effects of literary modes 
of the past—we must modify our understanding of the basic 
relation between persona and literary mode. In the context 
of sophisticated literature, mode is no less dependent on 
4 
persona for its determination, but the modulating persona 
becomes emancipated in varying degrees from the historical 
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environment of the writer who projects it. 
The persona that transmits naive literature is a 
projection by an individual writer, but its definitive attitudes 
are clearly derived from the writer's implicit awareness of his 
artistic role as spokesman for his society. In contrast, the 
persona that transmits sophisticated literature is projected 
as the result of a writer's explicitly conscious choice. Aware 
and desirous of the literary effects obtained in those modes 
prevalent during other historical times, the writer projects 
personae whose attitudes do not correspond exactly to his own 
cultural milieu. Frequently, these personae transmit works 
that Frye would probably call "sentimental" (p. 35), since 
their modes appear to be recreations of earlier naive ones. 
To regard such literature as sophisticated instead of 
sentimental seems more accurate, however, because it is not 
identical in mode with earlier literary works. The "romantic" 
works of British poets of the early nineteenth century, for 
instance, recall the primitive mode of romance but differ 
significantly from the earlier legends of heroes: the 
modulating personae of the Romantic Movement invest their 
characters with elevated attributes, but these characters 
remain for the most part ordinary and low mimetic, unlike the 
preternaturally endowed heroes of naive romance. 
Sophisticated literature, then, is the result of a 
writer's manipulation of personae to achieve literary effects 
that are different from those he could achieve simply by 
projecting the literary attitudes prevalent in his society. 
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Insofar as the writer himself is a product of his culture, the 
mode of the literature he produces cannot become completely 
dissociated from the dominant mode of his era; nevertheless, 
by his choice of persona, the writer can alter that dominant 
mode so that his artworks reflect with increasing accuracy 
the aesthetic ideas he means to communicate. The Leaves of 
Grass, by virtue of its historical origin and of its various 
treatments of democratic themes, can be classified as 
fundamentally low mimetic. It is not sufficient, however, to 
describe the persona that transmits this series of poems as 
a typically low mimetic voice, for the most striking effects 
of the Leaves of Grass derive from Whitman's decision to 
transmit it by means of a persona that is clearly oracular. 
By choosing to project a voice that is both oracular and low 
mimetic—a persona that combines the attitudes of deity and 
common man—Whitman produced a literary artwork that cannot 
be contained by the traditional modes of naive literature. His 
accomplishment, and the variety of critical responses it has 
elicited, are illustrative of the complex effects possible in 
sophisticated literature. The persona that transmits the 
Leaves of Grass demonstrates the degree to which a literary 
persona can be projected as the result of a writer's conscious 
decision, independently of the dominant literary tradition of 
the writer's time. 
The literature of the United States exhibits a peculiar 
tendency to exist simultaneously as naive and sophisticated. 
As a colonial society and later as a newly independent nation, 
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Americans possessed a cultural heritage that had been 
transplanted directly from Western Europe. The poetry of Anne 
Bradstreet and Edward Taylor is the product of the same high 
mimetic sensibility we find in the works of Donne, Marvell, 
and other British metaphysical poets; the persona that 
transmits Franklin's Autobiography causes that work to be low 
mimetic in much the same way as Fielding's and Smollett's 
personae modulate their "histories" of picaresque characters; 
and Cooper supposedly wrote his first novel in emulation of 
Jane Austen's fiction. Until the time of Emerson's "American 
Scholar" (1837)—and in many respects long after that 
declaration of cultural independence—America looked across 
the Atlantic for her literary values, and produced as literature 
many imitations of British and Continental works. 
By the middle of the nineteenth century, when the 
spirit of Emerson's address became synonymous with the literate 
American's cultural attitudes, the United States came to regard 
itself no longer as a former colony but as a commonwealth of 
ever-expanding frontiers and an experiment in democracy that 
had proved the worth of its founders' ideals. Even the 
indigenous evil of slavery was openly admitted, as the 
Abolitionists sought to save the Negro—and with him the whole 
nation—from the consequences of that inhuman institution. 
With this change in national consciousness came a corresponding— 
and very significant—change in the dominant mode in which 
American literature was produced. As long as the American 
writer saw himself as writing out of a European literary 
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tradition, he produced naive—and mostly second-rate—literature 
in the low mimetic mode. Once he came to regard himself as 
particularly American, as belonging to a culture native to 
the American continent, and as a spokesman for a young and 
vigorous society that was just beginning to mature, the 
American writer began to project literary personae that were 
radically different from the naive low mimetic—and basically 
European—personae of the early Republic. 
The persona projected by Whitman to transmit the Leaves 
of Grass is one example of this radically different kind of 
persona. Regarded in the context of temporally determined 
literary modes, this persona appears to be the modulating 
persona of a sophisticated literary work. In the context of 
the cultural changes expressed by the American literary 
renaissance, however, Whitman's persona can be viewed as the 
projection of attitudes which define the mode of a naive 
literature. The oracular quality of this persona and its 
dramatization as the voice of a wanderer who has seen the 
virgin splendor of life on and beyond the Western frontier are 
not necessarily indications of Whitman's intention to re-create 
the modes of myth and romance; they might well be indications 
that Whitman, in the naive role of spokesman for his society, 
had to project a mythic-romantic persona if his poem was to 
reflect the dominant attitudes of nineteenth-century American 
culture. In order to understand the mode in which the Leaves 
of Grass and other American works exist, we must be aware of 
the coexistence of two literary traditions in American 
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literature. One derives historically from the Western European 
culture that was brought to the American continent by European 
colonials, and is expressed in the nineteenth century by works 
in the low mimetic mode; the other is the result of a 
specifically American—and original—culture, and finds its 
expression in literary modes that are more primitive than 
their contemporary European counterparts. 
Because of the coexistence of two traditions, the 
literature of neither can be said to be naive in the same way 
that Homer's epics or Sophocles' tragedies are. The American 
writer could not help being aware of the literary modes through 
which English literature had passed, so that when he chose to 
transmit his aesthetic ideas as romantic—naively, because 
the spirit of his young culture could be expressed most 
naturally by romance—the literature he produced was never-
theless sophisticated because it depended to some extent on 
the example of European literature of centuries past. The 
elements of allegory we find in Hawthorne's fiction—in The 
Scarlet Letter, "Young Goodman Brown," "My Kinsman, Major 
Molineux," and other works—are evidence of the use of a high 
mimetic modulating persona, a voice that expresses the attitudes 
of a citizen of some religiously ordered society. These 
works nevertheless have protagonists whose power of action 
is ordinary, protagonists who suggest a low mimetic mode. For 
the reader of Hawthorne's fiction the question arises: Are 
these works low mimetic in the European tradition but 
"sentimentalized" by their incorporation of characteristics 
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of an earlier mode, or are they basically high mimetic, 
naive expressions by a writer who saw in his culture the 
direct product of the theocratic society of his Puritan 
ancestors? 
The answer, of course, must affirm both alternatives. 
Hawthorne's fiction is naively high mimetic because, as author, 
Hawthorne is a nineteenth-century practitioner of the American 
literary tradition that grew out of the conception of New 
England colonial society such as Bradford expressed when he 
referred to his colony as a new Jerusalem. At the same time, 
it is sophisticated in two senses. By creating characters 
modeled on ordinary people, Hawthorne presents his plots m 
a manner relevant to the immediate experience of his audience; 
his fictions are thus compatible with the low mimetic European 
practice but sophisticated insofar as they make use of earlier 
conventions. By speaking from the perspective of a citizen 
of a theocratic society, Hawthorne's persona gives the fiction 
it transmits a high mimetic nature; the sophistication of this 
perspective is betrayed by Hawthorne's explicit admission that 
his fictions are not novels but romances (and, by extension, 
not short stories but tales). Although the modulating personae 
of these works may be the most natural means of expressing the 
dominant cultural attitudes of Hawthorne's society (and so 
appear to be the modulating personae of naive literature), 
the fact remains that Hawthorne consciously chose them and 
then justified his choice by identifying his works as romances. 
The deliberate choice to rely on literary conventions of 
earlier times, and the explicit defense of it, indicate the 
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sophistication of the literature which these personae transmit. 
Because of this peculiar configuration of literary 
traditions and modes, American literature can be expected to 
confound attempts to understand it in the terms of any single 
critical disposition. The more significant the work we 
examine, the more likely it is that a variety of traditions, 
techniques, and modes have been interrelated and juxtaposed 
within it. In Moby-Dick we can discern an especially confusing 
internal structure because Melville apparently took no great 
pains to combine his several modulating personae into a single 
unified voice. As a result, parts of Moby-Dick are naive, 
parts are sophisticated; extended passages are narrated in 
the mode of romance—inspiring accounts of heroic seamen and 
their struggle to gain a livelihood beyond America's coastal 
frontiers—only to be followed by low mimetic—and even ironic— 
passages which tell of whale-steaks for supper and of sermons 
delivered to sharks. The structural intricacies of Moby-Dick 
do not all derive from Melville's use of various modulating 
personae, but, unless we account for this artwork's existence 
in several literary modes, we should find its incorporation 
of a number of distinct genres hopelessly unintelligible. 
As we regarded the progression of modes as one axis 
along which literary works are generated, we can look upon 
the variety of literary genres as located along a "spatial" 
axis that intersects the temporal one. Thus Beckett's 
Waiting for Godot and Sartre's Nausea share a common "position" 
on one axis (because their modulating personae are both ironic) 
but are distinguished from each other most fundamentally by 
108 
their different "positions" on the axis of genre. The dominant 
cultural attitudes they embody may be nearly identical, but 
each work must be regarded as an example of a different kind 
of ironic literature. 
Although it is implicit in almost every critical 
discussion of literary works, an understanding of genre or 
literary kind is seldom articulated with any real clarity; even 
when such an articulation is attempted, it is likely to conflict 
with some earlier theory of genre and likelier still to be 
refuted by a subsequent reappraisal of generic analysis. 
Because the production of literature as an intellectual process 
is more nearly intuitive than deductive, and because the 
practice of literary criticism has repeatedly withstood attempts 
to transform it from an art into a science, it is unlikely 
that we shall ever find a single theory of genre to which 
even a majority of critics and readers will assent. Thus I 
depend on Frye for my basic schema, not because his theory of 
genre is indisputably correct, but because it provides a set 
of principles simple enough to make the significant relation 
between persona and genre usefully clear. 
2. Genre 
When Frye distinguishes four literary genres—drama, 
epos, lyric, and prose —he notes that the "basis of generic 
distinctions in literature appears to be the radical of 
presentation. Words may be acted in front of a spectator; 
they may be spoken in front of a listener; they may be sung 
109 
or chanted; or they may be written for a reader" (pp. 246-47). 
Although these four categories are too broad for most practical 
applications, they are convenient insofar as they suggest that 
literary genre derives from a writer's most basic refinement 
of his authorial persona. That is to say, a writer projects 
an authorial persona as the voice which will articulate his 
aesthetic idea in some literary form; once the writer refines 
this persona, he begins to determine the kind of literature 
that will embody his aesthetic idea. When, for example, the 
writer refines his persona so that it presents fictional 
characters directly to an audience, with no narration or 
commentary beyond what can be inferred from characters' words 
and actions, the writer causes his aesthetic idea to be 
expressed as drama. When the writer refines his authorial 
persona so that it is a voice that confronts its audience 
directly—so that characters and their actions are known only 
though the narration and commentary provided by this voice— 
his aesthetic idea exists as epos. With further refinement 
of his authorial persona—with the projection of what I have 
called a specialized persona—the writer is able to determine 
the more particular generic attributes of the artwork he is 
producing. 
The result of this last kind of determination is what 
we usually regard as literary genre. When we prepare to 
criticize a play, we frequently find our perceptions of "drama" 
(as a single category) too generalized for the task at hand, 
so we call the play a "tragedy" or "comedy" and begin our 
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critical discussion from a more limited perspective. When we 
use the term "tragedy" in this way, we rarely use it in its 
strictly literal sense of a description of plot (in which a 
portagonist's actions cause him to be isolated from society); 
it is far more likely that we mean by "tragedy" the kind of 
drama that has a tragic plot, a noble protagonist, and certain 
other distinguishing attributes. Similarly, when we contrast 
Wuthering Heights with Emma and note that one is a "romance" 
and the other a "novel," we do not mean by the latter term 
merely a fictional narrative in prose of substantial length, 
for such a definition would apply equally to both works. In 
such a context, the term "novel" communicates our recognition 
of Jane Austen's realistic mimesis in her portrayal of character 
and her strict regard for plausibility in plot. In most of 
our criticism, we implicitly understand "tragedy" and "novel" 
as designations of particular literary genres. 
In order to make use of the insights provided by Frye's 
theory of genre, it is necessary to reconcile our common 
usage of terms like "tragedy" and "novel" as generic identifi-
cations with Frye's more precise nomenclature. Properly 
speaking, each of Frye's four categories is a genre (genus) 
determined by a writer's most fundamental refinement of his 
authorial persona, and each of our usual generic terms refers 
to a special form (species) of one of these genres, a form 
whose defining attributes are determined by the writer's 
projection of a specialized persona. To distinguish the 
agency by which a writer determines the special generic form 
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of his aesthetic idea from the means he uses to individualize 
his artwork in other respects, we can use the term "specifying 
persona." Like the modulating persona I discussed earlier, 
this specifying persona cannot actually exist apart from a 
writer's authorial and specialized personae; the term is 
useful, nevertheless, because it identifies the practical 
source of specific generic distinctions without suggesting 
that these distinctions are entirely the results of a writer's 
personal idiosyncrasies. A brief generic analysis of Frost's 
"Birches" here will serve two purposes: it will illustrate 
the applicability of the terms I have been using, and it will 
help to substantiate my assertion that literary genre is the 
result of a writer's use of persona. 
While it seems self-evident that this work by Frost 
is a "poem," it is paradoxically difficult to identify with 
precision the characteristics which justify that classification. 
We can sidestep this difficulty by noting that "Birches" is 
transmitted according to the conventions that reflect general 
expectations about "poetic" works (we expect poems to have 
artistic autonomy, metrical patterns, more imagery than prose, 
etc.); or we can assert a priori that "Birches" is a poem 
and encounter very few arguments. In either case we can at 
least refer to the artwork in a general way, using "poem" as 
a convenient term that distinguishes "Birches" from works of 
literature in prose, and then proceed with greater precision 
to analyze its genre. 
"Birches" is not a narrative; it is the record of a 
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mediation; it exhibits a Romantic interest in nature; and it 
is dominated by the perceptions provided by the use of the 
first-person singular pronoun. Each of these characteristics 
is conventionally associated with lyric poetry; even without 
being aware of Frye's generic categories, we would upon 
reading the poem be disposed to identify it as a lyric. For 
Frye, however, generic classification depends on the "radical 
of presentation" of a work of literature, and this "radical 
of presentation" cannot in practice be dissociated from a 
writer's projection of personae. In the composition of "Birches" 
Frost projected as the persona that would speak his poem—as 
the "I" whom we regard as the source of the mediation recorded 
in the poem—selected attributes of his own personality. 
Initially, and on a general level, this projection results in 
an authorial persona: the selection and projection of those 
attributes of the writer which relate to his individual 
experience of the aesthetic idea he wishes to treat and which 
relate also to a general audience's expectations about what is 
literature. Thus Frost's perceptions of the effects of ice-
storms and boys upon the posture of birch trees and Frost's 
estimate of the significance of these effects (individual 
experience) are presented so that they fit into the literary 
context which we have come to identify as Romantic: that is 
to say, Frost's perceptions are not presented as idiosyncratic 
expressions of one person's experience so much as they are 
made to relate to the experience of others (the audience's 
expectations) by Frost's use of a convention found most 
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frequently in the literature of the early part of the last 
century. 
Even the use of a Romantic convention is evidence of 
Frost's having refined his authorial persona to some extent; 
because of his persona's relation to attitudes conventionally 
Romantic, the persona transmits not merely literature but 
literature influenced by Romanticism. A more significant 
refinement of the authorial persona is the one that results 
in the expression of Frost's aesthetic idea as a lyric. No 
actual entity—literary or otherwise—can exist as a specimen 
only of a generic type; just as there are no fur-bearing animals 
that are mammals without being bears or horses or cats or 
people as well, there are no "works of literature" pure and 
simple: literary artworks must be dramas or lyrics or novels 
or satires or combinations thereof. Thus it is theoretically 
possible to speak of a general authorial persona that determines 
an artwork's existence as literature, but in practice we must 
admit that even this general projection of a writer's literature-
producing attributes contains sufficient emphasis on certain of 
these attributes to determine the basic genre of the work it 
transmits. Frost's authorial persona in "Birches" determines 
not only that the man's aesthetic idea will be transmitted as 
literature but also that its literary expression will be a 
lyric work. 
When Frye discusses the "radical of presentation" as 
the source of generic distinctions, he designates two "radical" 
attributes as definitive of the lyric genre: a sung or chanted 
quality in the language of the poem and "the concealment of 
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the poet's audience from the poet" (p. 249). Both these 
attributes derive from the writer's conscious relation to what 
is external to him: to the language he must use to embody his 
aesthetic idea, and to the social environment into which he 
inevitably (by the act of verbalizing) transmits it. Thus 
these attributes are the results of the "posture" assumed by 
the writer's authorial persona. 
In "Birches" we find a consistent use of iambic 
pentameter, a use determined obviously by Frost's conscious 
decision during the composition of the poem. We can explain 
the presence of the metrical pattern by saying "Frost decided 
to write 'Birches' in iambic pentameter," or by observing that 
Frost chose to transmit his poem by projecting a persona that 
"speaks" in iambic pentameter. Because "Birches" is neither 
an expression of the full range of subtleties in Frost's 
personality nor an example of the linguistic rhythms Frost 
is known to have used in ordinary speech, the explanation 
that postulates a use of persona is preferable. To say that 
Frost chose to transmit his aesthetic idea through a persona 
implies—and the implication is consonant with what we know 
about the poem—that Frost isolated for expression those 
personal attributes most suited to a mediation about birches 
and projected these attributes as a voice or persona whose 
deliberate use of meter draws attention to the artistic nature 
of its utterance. With respect to Frye's analysis of the 
lyric, then, Frost's authorial persona transmits "Birches" 
as lyric because it imparts to the language of the poem a 
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sung or chanted quality. 
This sung or chanted quality requires some explanation, 
for it is an attribute of lyric works which Frye isolates by 
means of several very complex analyses that I have simplified 
7 
in order to proceed with my discussion of persona and genre. 
Spoken language is usually stressed according to the meanings 
it is used to convey: to the underlying rhythms of syntax 
(verbs and nouns are emphasized more than pronouns and articles) 
are added the inflections that designate meaning (we can say 
"This poem is the better one" and communicate the importance 
of our distinction between two poems). The sung or chanted 
quality of lyric works derives from their incorporation of a 
stress-pattern that is less dependent on meaning than the 
rhythm of ordinary discourse and even of literary prose. The 
usual stress-pattern in a lyric is at least partially metrical: 
in iambic pentameter, for example, enough of the poem is 
spoken (or written) in semantic or syntactic units of ten 
syllables to dispose us to pause after ten syllables even 
when no semantic or syntactic "stop" exists; similarly, 
syntactic accents fall regularly enough on the second, fourth, 
sixth, eighth, and tenth syllables of each line to dispose us 
to read these syllables as accented in lines where the 
syntactic accents fall elsewhere. The regular progression 
of alternately accented syllables in groups of ten (or of 
syllables ordered in any way by accent and number) makes it 
very nearly impossible to present a poem orally without in 
some way chanting it. 
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Even the most patent nonsense verse—Lewis Carroll's 
"Jabberwocky," for instance—contains a syntactic order that 
communicates some meaning. Because linguistic organization 
cannot be dissociated from meaning, there exists even in the 
most rigidly metered verse a semantic rhythm that cannot be 
ignored. The chant-like quality of the lyric depends 
initially on a correspondence between the rhythms of meter and 
of meaning—so that we can recognize the presence of meter— 
and is subsequently reinforced by some instinctual affinity 
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we feel for rhythm. As it happens in most poetry, these 
rhythms diverge, so that more than a nominal distinction can 
be drawn between the meter and the semantic rhythm in a poem. 
When this occurs—when our attention is arrested by the 
difference in meter between "Ice-storms do that" and the four 
preceding iambic lines—we recognize the presence of syncopation 
in the poet's use of language. For want of more precise 
musical terminology, we can say that such poetry has the quality 
of song. 
"Birches" exhibits the other "radical" attribute of 
the lyric genre—"the concealment of the poet's audience from 
the poet"—because it is transmitted by an authorial persona 
which presents images primarily in relation to itself. The 
logical reason for bowed trees is mentioned, and the matter 
of ice-storms is even developed at some length, but Frost's 
persona undercuts the importance of such logic by repeating: 
"i li^e t° think some boy's been swinging them"; "But I_ was 
going to say . . . 1^ should prefer to have some boy bend them. " 
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By so investing its utterance with an internal logic, Frost's 
authorial persona assumes the posture of one who "turns his 
back upon his listeners" (p. 250); thus "Birches" becomes for 
its audience a private meditation less "listened to" than 
9 
"overheard." This audience of "Birches" cannot actually be 
identified; we know that some audience exists for the author 
only because the poem has a linguistic organization that implies 
its transmission into a social environment. With every reading 
of the poem, however, its social environment remains generalized, 
and we are left to classify "Birches" as an essentially private 
meditation, a lyric work. 
Another way to understand how the audience of a lyric 
is concealed from the poet is to analyze the ways that lyrics 
are presented after their composition. A collection of lyrics 
may appear between the covers of a book, and we may read the 
book absentmindedly as a single unit of written literature. 
Should we think about what we are doing, however, we would 
become aware of the critical difference between this collection 
of poems and, say, a novel. The novel seems to belong between 
the covers of its hardbound edition, beginning soon after the 
title page and concluding before the endpapers; it has to be 
written—who could recite the story in full, at once, without 
losing his voice?—and the narrative form determines that 
incident follow incident according to a single order. The 
collection of lyrics, on the other hand, seems only accidentally 
contained in a book: each poem is autonomous in ways that 
chapters are not, and each poem as it is printed is self-evidently 
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a record of what impressions became manifest in the poet's 
mind at some previous time. We can read the poems out of 
their printed order and sacrifice little, if any, of their 
significance; if such reading does cause a loss of significance, 
what is lost is something additional to the poetry, something 
superadded by the poet's later (after composition) imposition 
of sequence. Similarly, a collection of lyrics may be recited— 
by the poet or by some reader—but we significantly call the 
event a "reading of poetry" or a "recitation" instead of a 
"presentation" (as we would a dramatic work). Even when a 
poet recites his own works before an audience, there is implicit 
in the recitation a sense of re-presenting certain lyric 
utterances, or of re-creating for this audience a version of 
what had once been sung or chanted before the "audience" of 
his own internal ear. The audience of a "Collected Works" may 
be the expected group of readers, and the audience of a "poetry 
reading" may be the people sitting in the auditorium, but the 
audience of a particular lyric poem—not its written version, 
and not its oral re-creation—remains concealed and 
unidentified and, even, unimportant. 
Because Frost's authorial persona transmits "Birches" 
in language that has musical qualities to no audience that 
can be identified, we can classify the poem generally as a 
lyric. This classification tells us little about the specific 
nature of the poem, however, and is a useful procedure mainly 
because it permits us to recognize the broad tradition within 
which Frost was working when he composed "Birches," and thereby 
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to make available to our criticism "a large number of literary 
relationships that would not be noticed as long as there were 
no context established for them" (pp. 247-48). Once we begin 
to assess the significance of these relationships, we find 
ourselves speaking of "Birches" no longer as a lyric but as a 
"pastoral," a "conversation-poem," or some other special form 
of the lyric genre. When we consider how "Birches" is a 
special form of lyric, we soon realize that it is not Frost's 
authorial persona that specifically determines the form of 
the poem but rather his projection of more specialized 
attributes and attitudes of his poetic self. 
One special form whose characteristics are evident in 
"Birches" is the pastoral. If we regard Frost's authorial 
persona as the synthetic voice that gives to the poem not only 
the lyric qualities already discussed but the informing interest 
in the significance of bent birch trees (the rudimentary 
aesthetic idea), we can see that this voj ce in no way determines 
that the poem will be infused with specifically rural attitudes. 
"Birches" could have been the presentation of a city-dweller's 
observation, made while traveling by rail between almost any 
two cities in the Northeast after an ice-storm, that slender 
trees just off the right-of-way "are dragged to the withered 
bracken by the load" of ice deposited on their branches; were 
this the case, Frost's authorial persona—the voice that 
provides the impetus for the transmission of the actual poem— 
would be no different. The major difference between the 
hypothetical and the actual "Birches" lies in Frost's refinement 
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of his authorial persona, in his projection of certain attitudes 
and implicit experiences as the idiosyncratic voice that we 
"hear" when we read or listen to the poem. This idiosyncratic 
voice, or specialized persona, by the nature of its observations 
implies long experience in marginal forest-land: it remembers 
that ice-laden trees "click upon themselves/ As the breeze 
rises," that if "they are bowed/ So low for long, they never 
right themselves," and that "Years afterwards, [they trail] 
their leaves on the ground." Similarly, the voice reveals 
a sympathetic intimacy with the trees: "I should prefer to 
have some boy bend them" (so that they would not be bent so 
permanently?), it says, and admits "So was I once myself a 
swinger of birches." Another characteristic of Frost's 
specialized persona that specifies "Birches" as a pastoral 
work is its positive regard for a life of natural simplicity. 
Like the ancient Greek personae which celebrated in the 
original pastorals one or more aspects of an ideal "society" 
composed of flocks and shepherds, Frost's persona expresses 
the desire to retreat from a "life . . . too much like a 
pathless wood" by becoming again "a swinger of birches." 
Long experience of the woodland, intimacy with its natural 
inhabitants, and high regard for rural life are the charac-
teristics of Frost's specialized persona which, when considered 
apart from the voice that speaks the poem, are distinctive 
attributes of the specifying persona of a pastoral work. 
While Frost's specialized persona is a projection of 
attributes which specify "Birches" as pastoral, it is a 
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projection of other attributes as well. The specifying persona 
just discussed provides a kind of celebration of the way of 
life of "Some boy too far from town to learn baseball" whose 
playful conquest of his father's trees endowed him with a 
natural wisdom; within this pastoral context, the significance 
of the arched tree trunks which begin the poem lies in their 
suggestion of youth, limited responsibilities, and a life 
generally free of wearisome "considerations." The most 
arresting image in the poem ("Where your face burns and tickles 
with the cobwebs/ Broken across it, and one eye is weeping/ 
From a twig's having lashed across it open") is not, however, 
the result of this pastorally specifying persona. The emphasis 
that this image places on the complexity of life beyond the 
stand of birches appears to derive from more meditative 
attitudes of Frost's specialized persona, attitudes which 
constitute the specifying persona of a "conversation-poem." 
"Birches" is not addressed specifically to any audience, 
yet the specialized persona that transmits it seems to be 
"talking" to someone as a way of explaining its perceptions 
of birch trees. The postulation of a "listener" by such lines 
as "Often you must have seen them," and "You'd think the inner 
dome of heaven had fallen" is different from the way Keats's 
persona addresses the Grecian urn and the way that Shelley's 
addresses the West Wind. These lyric personae operate 
according to the convention of responding to an "audience" 
that is created by the poem as the ostensible excuse for the 
poet's lyric utterance ("Thou still unravish'd bride" 
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linguistically creates the object of the poet's meditation 
and at the same time provides a focus for his address); they 
follow the tradition in which the "lyric poet normally pretends 
to be talking to . . . a personal friend, a lover, a god, a 
personified abstraction, or a natural object" (p. 249). The 
postulation of a "listener" in "Birches" is closer to the way 
that Coleridge addresses Charles Lamb in "This Lime-Tree Bower 
My Prison" and his infant son in "Frost at Midnight." 
In these two conversation-poems, Coleridge projects 
specialized personae to transmit his aesthetic ideas from a 
posture of stationary, self-reflective repose. The natural 
beauty which Charles Lamb apparently experiences and the 
significance of "that eternal language" of phenomena and 
imagination are already known to the personae which transmit 
the poems. The postulation of "listeners" for these poetic 
utterances is only a convenient device, for in neither poem 
is the party addressed actually necessary to the development 
of the persona's meditation; indeed, since neither party is 
in a position to answer the poetic address (Lamb is too far 
away to hear it; the infant is asleep), the dialectic implied 
by the act of address is only a ruse to further the development 
of an essentially solitary meditation. 
Frost's persona in "Birches" is sufficiently similar 
to Coleridge's for us to designate certain of its aspects 
as the specifying persona of a conversation-poem. The most 
obvious of these is its postulation of a "listener" who does 
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not disturb the persona*s "solitude, which suits/ Abstruser 
musings." While the poem is ostensibly an explanation— 
directed at this "listener"—of the persona's impressions of 
arched birch trees, the essentially private nature of this 
"explanation" is betrayed by the persona's failure to enlarge 
upon the meaning and relevance of "Earth's the right place 
for love:/ I don't know where it's likely to go better." 
Another aspect is the distinctly conversational tone that 
pervades the poem. The large number of contractions, the 
colloquial use of the second-person pronoun, and the abrupt 
change of subject ("But I was going to say when Truth broke 
in/ With all her matter-of-fact about the ice-storm") all 
testify to Frost's apparent conviction that the "language 
really used by men" becomes "a more permanent, and a far more 
12 philosophical language" of poetry when it is incorporated 
into an explicit imitation of human conversation. 
The conversational tone and the address to a "listener" 
who is not really necessary: these characteristics of Frost's 
specialized persona constitute the specifying persona that 
causes "Birches" to be a conversation-poem. Because they are 
shared by the personae which determine the special form of 
"This Lime-Tree Bower My Prison" and "Frost at Midnight," we 
can consider the specifying persona as functionally distinct 
from other, more idiosyncratic attributes projected in a 
writer's specialized persona. Though "Frost at Midnight" and 
"Birches" are similar as examples of the same special form, 
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there is little likelihood that we would mistakenly attribute 
a passage of Coleridge's poetry to Frost. In "with most 
believing mind,/ Presageful, have I gazed upon the bars," we 
discern a peculiar connotation given to "gaze" that has nothing 
to do with the poem's special form; the use of this verb to 
imply an act of inward vision, and frequently to foreshadow 
some dream or other experience of the Imagination, is an 
idiosyncratic mannerism of Coleridge's specialized personae 
that appears in many of his poems. Similarly, if we read 
enough of Frost's poetry to become acquainted with the 
mannerisms of his specialized personae, we should find it 
difficult indeed to credit Frost with so "strange" a line as 
"I gaze on birches bent from left to right." 
By considering those aspects of Frost's personae 
which are conventional—the basic posture which determines 
the lyric nature of the poetic utterance, the affinities with 
traditions that determine special forms—we can identify 
"Birches" as a pastoral conversation-poem of the lyric genre. 
The same critical procedure—analysis of persona according to 
specifying and idiosyncratic attributes—may be used to 
identify the generic emphases and relationships in any work 
of literary art. By analyzing the persona that transmits 
Nostromo, for example, we can seek to ascertain which qualities 
of this novel are proper to prose fiction and which derive 
from the persona's use of the conventions of the epic. By 
analyzing the dominant personae which transmit Moby-Dick—the 
critical task for which all this has been preparation—we 
can approach an understanding of the modal and generic 
complexities which make Melville's artwork a many-stranded 
yarn. 
In the chapters that follow, I touch upon matters 
that would more organically belong in this discussion of 
persona and form: the relation of mode and genre, or in my 
earlier discussion of the nature of persona: the relation 
of persona and symbol. Because literary theorizing has a 
way of becoming ever more abstruse, and because Moby-Dick 
offers its readers enough challenges without my imposition 
of a deductive exegesis of these relations, I postpone 
consideration of the relations between mode and genre and 
between persona and symbol until my discussion of Melville's 




Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, College Ed. 
(New York, 1966) , pp. 24-25. Since this chapter refers to 
Frye's book for much of its conceptual framework and 
terminology, I shall where possible indicate these references 
in my text. 
2 
The terms "romance" and "romantic" here designate 
a mode, not a kind of prose fiction closely related to the 
novel. While I use these terms in both senses, the immediate 
contexts of their use should prevent ambiguity. 
3 
For the sake of brevity and clarity, Frye's schema 
of literary modes: 
1. mythic hero is a god superior in kind to others and to 
environment 
2. romantic hero is prodigious human superior in degree to 
others and to 
environment 
3. high mimetic hero is a leader superior in degree to 
others but not to 
environment 
4. low mimetic hero is ordinary human superior neither to 
others nor to 
environment 
5. ironic hero is inferior powers over self and environment 
inferior to ours 
(pp. 33-34). 
4 
I shall conveniently designate those aspects of a 
persona which determine the mode of the literary work it 
transmits as the "modulating persona." This hypothetical 
construct (it cannot actually exist independently of the 
authorial and specialized personae) consists of what I earlier 
called a persona's "definitive attitude," which can be 
contrasted with those aspects of persona that determine genre, 
distance from the audience, revelation about the writer, etc. 
5 
There are generalizations and anthropomorphisms in 
this paragraph that should not stand without some explanation. 
When I say "the literate American" I do not mean that every 
American who could read and write agreed explicitly with what 
Emerson expressed in "The American Scholar"; I do imply, 
however, that Emerson's address articulated an attitude 
that was becoming ever more prevalent in New England, the 
center of American mtellectualism and the locus from which 
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the American renaissance emanated. Likewise, I do not mean 
literally that the United States actually (as a single 
entity) "came to regard itself" in the way that a person 
might reflect on his own nature; "the United States" is here 
a personification of a widespread cultural consciousness on 
the part of great numbers of individual citizens. Finally, 
when I identify the dominant American literary mode as low 
mimetic, I am referring not to the period of Bradstreet and 
Taylor but predominantly to the first half of the nineteenth 
century. 
g 
Because "epos"is unfamiliar and because "prose" is 
vague, each of these terms needs an explanation not required 
by "drama" and "lyric." Epos designates the genre made up of 
literary artworks that "attempt to preserve the convention of 
recitation and a listening audience" (p. 248) . These artworks 
may be short (lays) or long (epics), in verse (Beowulf) or 
prose (Lord Jim and other conspicuously "framed" narrations); 
they are destmguished from other generic types by the immediacy 
of the reciter from whom they emanate and by the reciter's 
habit of binding together episodes by using a repeated verbal 
formula or refrain. This pattern of recurrence (in Beowulf, 
for example: "fast waas god cyning") helps to identify the 
oral quality of the genre, even when many works of epos have 
become most familiar in their written forms. 
Because Frye interchanges "prose" with "fiction" in 
his discussion of the genre made up of written works, I shall 
adopt "prose fiction" as a less ambiguous identification. 
Fiction, "like poetry, means etymologically something made 
for its own sake" (p. 303) , and prose means a verbal association 
dominated by "the semantic rhythm of sense" (p. 263). As a 
genre, "prose fiction" is a class of literary works which are 
presented as written to an audience of readers and which 
proceed, from beginning to end, word by word according to 
rhythms determined by syntax rather than by meter or some 
other auditory organization. 
7 
Frye writes of a "rhythm of association" as one of 
the distinctive attributes of the lyric genre, and proceeds 
to illustrate this rhythm by analyzing lines of poetry with 
respect to "oracular, meditative, irregular, unpredictable, 
and essentially discontinuous" units (p. 271). I find his 
analysis disconcerting and misleading because the units to 
which he refers are for the most part indistinguishable from 
semantic or syntactic units. Similarly, I cannot agree with 
his identification of the "rhythm of recurrence" (distinctive 
of epos) with meter, because so many works of literature are 
transmitted in meter by personae which do not address their 
audiences directly, and because much literature that is 
transmitted directly to an audience has little or no metrical 
regularity. Because I find the rhythm of recurrence—as 
it applies distinctively to epos—to be closer to the loose 
rhythm of incremental repetition and variation than to the 
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tighter and more regular rhythm of meter, I identify epos as 
the kind of literary work transmitted by personae that 
literally confront their audiences with episodic utterances 
bound together by incrementally repetitive introductions and 
comments. Meter, the presence of regular and predictable 
rhythms, is more properly an attribute of works generically 
lyric. Although meter is not solely a property of lyric 
works, just as some lyrics are transmitted without conventional 
metrical rhythms, the coincidence of meter and language 
presented to no identifiable audience is sufficiently 
applicable to be used as an identification of the lyric genre. 
p 
One explanation for this affinity discloses a 
biological correspondence between rhythm and security. Since 
the first sound heard (and felt) by the human fetus is the 
regular beating of its mother's heart, the association between 
a regular rhythm and a sense of well-being (by extension, 
anything similarly desirable) is an extremely strong and 
durable one. Whether we regard this explanation as valid, 
or search for a more subtle one, we must nevertheless admit 
the existence of a universal human attraction to the regular 
recurrence of units of sound. 
9 
Frye's discussion of the "radical of presentation" of 
the lyric (pp. 249-50) draws attention to John Stuart Mill's 
observation that the poet is not heard but overheard, and to 
the remark by Joyce's Stephen Dedalus that the lyric is "the 
poet presenting the image in relation to himself." These 
dicta and other parts of Frye's discussion substantiate my 
assertions about the lyrical qualities of "Birches" which are 
determined by Frost's authorial persona. What in "Birches" 
may seem exceptions to these rules, and the effects of Frost's 
specialized persona, I discuss in my analysis of the special 
generic form of Frost's poem. 
"Frost at Midnight," line 60. Quotations of Coleridge 
are from Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Selected Poetry and Prose, 
ed. Elisabeth Schneider (New York: 1962) . Quotations of 
"Birches" are from The Poetry of Robert Frost, ed. Edward 
Connery Lathem (New York: 19 69), pp. 121-22. 
"Birches," with one for every 5.9 lines, has an 
unusually large proportion of contractions compared to Frost's 
other poetry (excluding dialogue). "Departmental" has 1 for 11, 
"After Apple-Picking" has 1 for 13, and "Stopping by Woods" 
has 1 for 16. 
12 
William Wordsworth, "Observations Prefixed to 'Lyrical 
Ballads,'" in The Great Critics, ed. James Harry Smith and Edd 
Winfield Parks~?New York: 1951), pp. 500-01. 
III. THE VOICES OF ISHMAEL 
From the very beginning, Melville seems to have 
organized his story so that Moby-Dick is the narration of one 
character's experiences and impressions. "Call me Ishmael": 
we read the first sentence and assume conveniently that 
"Ishmael" is a single locus of perceptions, the only narrator 
of Moby-Dick. The assumption, however, is mistaken, as continued 
reading demonstrates; not only does Ishmael occasionally retire 
from the scene of actions which are nonetheless described in 
detail, but Ishmael himself exhibits combinations of attitudes 
which, taken together, are impossible to impute to a single 
literary character. 
Moby-Dick begins—and continues, on one level—as the 
eye-witness account of a whaling voyage. From the opening 
sentence through the next twenty-five chapters, the narrative 
is similar in many respects to much of Melville's early work. 
The protagonist who tells of his experiences in the first 
person is like the protagonists of Typee, Redburn, White Jacket, 
and Mardi: a young man, inexperienced in the kind of life in 
which he finds himself, he relates the particulars of his 
adventures. As it is an account of Ishmael's experiences as 
he prepares for and begins his first whaling voyage, Moby-Dick 
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is primarily an adventure-story. The experiences which 
Ishmael undergoes, the entertaining tone in which the account 
is related, and the detail in which the particulars of 
nineteenth-century maritime life are drawn are sufficient to 
suggest that Moby-Dick is basically a romance, with a comic 
plot, in the low mimetic mode. 
Before the twenty-sixth chapter ends, however, the 
tone of narration changes: 
If, then, to meanest mariners, and renegades and 
castaways, I shall hereafter ascribe high qualities, 
though dark; weave round them tragic graces; if 
even the most mournful, perchance the most abased, 
among them all, shall at times lift himself to the 
exalted mounts; if I shall touch that workman's 
arm with some ethereal light; if I shall spread a 
rainbow over his disastrous set of sun; then 
against all mortal critics bear me out in it, thou 
just Spirit of Equality, which hast spread one 
royal mantle of humanity over all my kind! Bear 
me out in it, thou great democratic God! 
(Ch. 26) 
While the beginning of Moby-Dick looks forward to a development 
and conclusion similar to those of White Jacket, and therefore 
requires a narrator only slightly more mature than the self 
whose adventures he relates, this passage—and others similar 
in tone—prepares us for what may still be romance, but with 
a tragic plot and in the high mimetic mode. 
The coexistence of two different kinds of narration in 
the first part of Moby-Dick has been variously explained. 
One of the most helpful explanations rests on internal evidence 
that Melville (probably during the summer of 1850) changed his 
conception of the book he was writing, revised much of it, but 
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retained the major portion of his original introduction. 
This hypothesis accounts for such apparent inconsistencies 
as the change of the Pequod's whalebone tiller (Ch. 16) into 
a more conventional turnstile wheel (Ch. 118), and the 
relegation of Bulkington, who early seemed destined to play 
a role similar to Jack Chase's, to unexpected death marked 
by a "six-inch chapter." 
Whether or not we accept this hypothesis as a valid 
explanation of the two kinds of narration present in the 
2 
introductory chapters of Moby-Dick, we must nevertheless 
recognize two distinct voices as the sources of the narration 
attributed to Ishmael. We may say generally that the character 
Ishmael is probably the most significant of Melville's 
personae in Moby-Dick, but until we understand how Ishmael is 
actually two specialized personae identified somewhat 
confusingly by the same name, we shall be unable to explain— 
or even to identify—the multiplicity of modes and genres in 
which Melville's story is transmitted even before its main 
plot (the pursuit of the White Whale) gets properly under 
way. 
In writing Moby-Dick, Melville projected an authorial 
persona whose primary function was to transmit as literature 
the impressions he had gathered from his experience of and 
reading about whaling. The most fundamental refinement of 
this persona resulted in an author similar to those that 
directed his earlier works: it determined that Melville's 
aesthetic idea be transmitted as prose fiction. The more 
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notable refinement of this authorial persona—the projection 
of a specialized persona that would perform the narration— 
was likewise similar to Melville's earlier practice: the 
specialized persona of Moby-Dick was projected as "a habitual 
3 
spinner of pseudo-autobiographical yarns"; like the narrators 
of Melville's earlier fictions, Ishmael specified his narration 
as a combination of confession and romance. This specialized 
persona is very nearly identical with Ishmael "the young 
sailor" who ships aboard the Pequod, the "Ishmael-then" whose 
adventures constitute the introductory chapters of the book, 
and the Ishmael who as narrator "relives his life . . . and 
4 
cannot disavow what he once was." I call this specialized 
persona Ishmael or Young Ishmael for two reasons: to 
acknowledge its close relation to the character and to 
distinguish it from the other voice (Elder Ishmael) whose 
functions and attitudes are markedly different. 
Young Ishmael is in many respects a projection of 
Melville's idiosyncratic attributes. Like Melville, Ishmael 
lost a parent in childhood (Ch. 4); like Melville, Ishmael 
had the experience of "lording it as a country schoolmaster" 
(Ch. 1) and of working on a merchant vessel (Ch. 16) before 
taking part in a whaling cruise; and as Melville's voyage 
on the Acushnet took him around Cape Horn, so did Ishmael 
originally set forth the Pequod's route (Ch. 16 & 27). These 
and the many other correspondences between Melville and his 
narrator have occasioned the widespread practice of attributing 
explicitly to Melville the attitudes expressed by Ishmael. 
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Lewis Mumford is by no means alone in his confusion of Ishmael 
with Melville when, referring to Chapter 47, he writes of "an 
afternoon on which Melville was calmly performing one of the 
5 
routine functions of the ship, the making of a mat." Paul 
Brodtkorb warns against such confusion when he notes that "if 
we assert that at any point Melville rather than Ishmael is 
speaking, we are positing a second 'fictional' narrator. For 
the I of any writing, even autobiography, is necessarily 
fictional, in the sense that it is a limited, selective 
abstraction from the total self of reality." Thus, to say 
that Ishmael is really Melville is to imply that one 
specialized persona is actually another, or else to discredit 
substantially the principle that literature is not "life" but 
an imitation wrought in a verbal medium. 
While Ishmael is a projection of enough of Melville's 
idiosyncrasies to occasion such confusion, he is nevertheless 
a projection of more conventional attitudes which identify 
his function of giving form to the verbal materials he 
transmits. As author, Melville cast Ishmael as the archetypal 
neophyte whose adventures constitute an initiation into 
experience and arranged the incidents in the introductory 
chapters so that Ishmael's role is that of the protagonist 
of a generally comic plot. From his initial asocial state 
of being "grim about the mouth," and prevented only by "a 
strong moral principle" from deliberately "and methodically 
knocking people's hats off" (Ch. 1), Ishmael finds himself, 
first through his friendship with Queequeg and later with his 
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incorporation into the Pequod's crew, an actual member of the 
society made up of "us hunters of whales" (Ch. 24). As the 
"theme of the comic is the integration of society, which 
usually takes the form of incorporating a central character 
7 
into it," Ishmael is to a significant extent a stock 
character. Because this character is also the narrator, the 
form of the story is largely determined by the conventional 
attributes which Ishmael embodies. 
We should expect an American work of the mid-nineteenth 
century to be complex in mode because of the variety of 
cultural influences acting upon its writer. This complexity 
of mode and Melville's projection of idiosyncratic attributes 
onto his specialized persona mitigate the conventionalism of 
Ishmael's narration, and prevent his story from being merely 
a formulaic presentation of some adventures in the whale 
fishery. They do not, however, entirely disguise the 
conventional aspects of Moby-Dick; by analyzing the voice of 
Young Ishmael, we can discern the modal and generic character-
istics of the story it presents, and understand certain 
"inconsistencies"—remarked upon by many critics—as the 
results of the tendency of American literature to be 
simultaneously naive and sophisticated. 
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1. Young Ishmael: Modes 
As Ishmael is the specialized persona of Herman 
Melville, the voice through which Melville is (naively) a 
spokesman for his society, Ishmael is projected as the 
modulating persona of romance. As his name suggests, 
Ishmael is a wanderer, one in the process of seeing "the 
watery part of the world" (Ch. 1) which, because of the 
eminence of the New England whaling industry that permitted 
Nantucketers to claim as their own "two thirds of this 
terraqueous globe" (Ch. 14), can properly be considered an 
American frontier. In two distinct senses, Ishmael modulates 
his story so that it is romantic in mode. As he is the 
protagonist of a comic plot, he is the hero who escapes from 
the oppressive society of landsmen to join the idyllic society 
of whaling men, a society simplified by virtue of its 
containment by the gunwales of the Pequod and ennobled by 
g 
virtue of its adherence to the values of the frontier. Since 
Ishmael is both protagonist and narrator, he can speak with 
authority (at least to landsmen who know even less of whaling 
than a novice in the hunt) about the wonders and terrors of 
the deep, and about the prodigious men—the "demigod" 
Bulkington, the "ungodly, god-like" Ahab—who spend their lives 
upon it. In this sense, the romantic mode of Ishmael's story 
is determined by the attributes embodied in Ishmael as a 
character, and only incidentally by his function of narration. 
The second sense in which Ishmael modulates Moby-Dick is the 
more significant, for it depends on Ishmael's function, as the 
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specialized persona of Herman Melville, of providing the voice 
through which Melville can be a spokesman for his culture. 
Melville's experience of whaling—aboard the Acushnet, 
the Lucy Ann, the Charles and Henry, and possibly another 
vessel—and his composition of Moby-Dick coincided with the 
period of greatest prosperity in the history of the American 
whaling industry. Before kerosene became the most widely 
used oil for lamps and wax the preferred material for candles, 
the New England whalers quite literally supplied the light 
for America. Although New Bedford had become the "first city" 
of whaling by 1825, Nantucket had led the way: Nantucketers 
were the first whalemen to sail the Pacific, and then into 
the coastal waters of Japan, in search of their prey. Though 
it sounds like one of Ishmael's exaggerations, the Nantucketers 
had in fact "made their ships known in every harbour of the 
world"; no less than thirty reefs and islands in the Pacific 
bear the names of Nantucket captains and merchants. Besides 
providing a context for legendary exploits, whaling provided 
New Englanders with a substantial income; in one year alone, 
the profits of the industry totaled nearly eleven million 
9 
dollars. 
Against this background, Ishmael's celebration of the 
Sperm Whale Fishery and his pride at becoming a member of 
that elect society are understandable. As the Great Plains 
and the six-gun were to figure prominently in later Americans' 
understanding of themselves as a nation, the South Seas and 
the seven-foot harpoon were a part of the mythology of 
137 
Northeastern coastal America. The Peabody Museum in Salem 
is a monument to this mythology, housing not only the occupa-
tional tools of Yankee whalemen but treasures from Pacific 
islands with which they enriched their New England culture. 
The concept of "manifest destiny" has application beyond the 
surge of Americans overland toward the Pacific coast; its 
meaning extends to include a sense of the natural propriety 
of New Englanders1 making their livelihood at sea. Indeed, 
so strong was this sense of American superiority at whaling 
that American whalers could frequently obtain insurance for 
half the premium paid by British vessels. As Ishmael tells 
us, and as history reaffirms, the men of the Cape, of the 
Vineyard, and of Nantucket were ordinary men; they lived in 
an ordinary world, where profits were figured almost to the 
penny and where common seamen labored for years to earn a 
sum almost as small as a seven-hundredth lay; like the 
figures of ancient romance, however, these men rose to the 
challenge of an awesome environment, frequently to perish in 
a far-off place but more often to survive by their exercise 
of almost preternatural endurance. 
Ishmael is the spokesman for this society of heroes. 
His New Bedford, Nantucket, and Pequod are synecdoches for 
America, peopled by democrats whose lineage derives from 
"something better than royal blood" (Ch. 24). By the attitudes 
he communicates in his descriptions and narration, Ishmael 
modulates his story as romance. In the first chapter, he 
reveals the influences that led to his decision to go to sea 
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on a whaler: the "portentous and mysterious monster" that 
would be the object of his hunt, "the wild and distant seas, 
. . . the undeliverable, nameless perils . . . [and] all the 
attending marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and sounds." 
Such attractions traditionally lure the romantic wanderer 
and, coupled with the promise of material gain ("being paid,— 
what will compare with it?"), are similar to the attractions 
which first led pioneers across the Appalachians and, for that 
matter, which prompted colonists' attempts to reach the shores 
of the New World. 
By the time they sail from New Bedford on the Moss 
(Ch. 13), Ishmael already regards Queequeg as something of a 
marvel. During the short cruise, Ishmael invests his companion 
more explicitly with the qualities of a romantic hero: with 
"almost miraculous dexterity and strength" and, as Queequeg 
seems to say to himself "We cannibals must help these 
Christians," with a superior moral sense. When he arrives 
on Nantucket, Ishmael wastes no time before expressing his 
wonder at walking the sands that are home to a prodigious 
race of men: "And thus have these naked Nantucketers, these 
sea hermits, . . . overrun and conquered the watery world 
like so many Alexanders. . . . For the sea is his [the 
Nantucketer's]; he owns it, as Emperors own empires" (Ch. 14). 
As Ishmael listens to Peleg, he learns that his captain is 
remarkable even among Nantucketers: "'Ahab's above the common; 
Ahab's been in colleges, as well as 'rnong the cannibals; 
been used to deeper wonders than the waves; fixed his fiery 
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lance in mightier, stranger foes than whales. His lance! 
aye, the keenest and the surest that, out of all our isle! 
Oh! he ain't Captain Bildad; no, and he ain't Captain Peleg; 
he's Ahab'"; and thinking about the man who would be his 
commander for three years, Ishmael "felt a strange awe of 
him" (Ch. 16). 
When we regard Ishmael as the persona that modulates 
a work of naive literature, we can consider his narrative as 
existing in the romantic mode. Because the heroic sensibility 
in America coincided with "later" modal sensibilities in the 
broader context of Western culture, sensibilities of which 
Melville was certainly aware, we cannot consider Ishmael's 
story as a purely naive, or purely romantic, literary 
phenomenon. Since Ishmael is a narrator—a projection of 
Melville designed to give form to Melville's aesthetic idea— 
what he remembers and what he relates are the results of 
authorial selection. It is not accidental, then, that Ishmael 
remembers that description of Ahab by Peleg, nor that Ishmael 
records Peleg's mention of Ahab's lance in much the same way 
as some earlier bard might record some warrior's mention of 
Arthur's Excalibur. The inclusion of this detail in his 
narrative, like his account of Queequeg's royal birth on the 
mythical island of Kokovoko (Ch. 12), is an indication that 
Ishmael's narration is not so naive as we might first assume. 
Magical weapons and commoner-heroes of secret high 
birth are not spontaneous expressions of the native American 
heroic sensibility; where they exist in Ishmael's story, they 
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buttress the naive modulation of the romantic mode by their 
suggestion of romantic conventions of earlier times. In this 
respect, Ahab's fiery lance and Queequeg's hereditary nobility 
are indications that Young Ishmael is also the modulating 
persona of a sophisticated literary work. While Ishmael is 
undeniably the specialized persona of Melville that expresses 
spontaneously certain nineteenth-century attitudes about the 
heroic nature and destiny of America, he also uses conventions 
that are a thousand years old. Explicit references to Alexander, 
to emperors, and to a Norwegian whale-hunter who was a contem-
porary of Alfred the Great (Ch. 24) suggest that at least a 
part of Ishmael's narrative function is a conscious re-creation 
of a sensibility prevalent early in the historical development 
of European culture. As a modulating persona, Ishmael seeks to 
re-create the naive romantic mode of European literature and 
to relate it to the naive heroic sensibility of nineteenth-
century America. Insofar as his re-creation is accomplished, 
he causes his story to be "Romantic": a result of the 
conscious (sophisticated) embodiment, in essentially low 
14 mimetic literature, of the elements of naive romance. 
Because the culture of the United States does not have 
its sole source in the grass roots of the prairie, nor even in 
the sands of those Atlantic beaches where the earliest settlers 
first disembarked, we can speak of certain European attitudes 
as "native" to Americans. In the sense that American culture 
is a continuation of much of the heritage that the colonists 
brought with them or later imported (as the writings of 
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Jonathan Edwards and Thomas Jefferson, both profoundly 
influenced by Locke's philosophy, demonstrate), it is not at 
all remarkable that much American literature of the nineteenth 
century is low mimetic in mode. The peculiar configuration 
of literary traditions in this country's writing makes it 
difficult to announce with certainty that only those romantic 
works by authors who seem to express a sense of manifest 
destiny are properly naive expressions of the American culture. 
In his function as celebrant of the heroism of American seamen 
and of the inherent human dignity which is recognized by a 
democratic governmental form, Ishmael modulates his story 
so that it is naive romance. But Melville was certainly aware 
of the precedents upon which his writing was based, and in 
many instances Ishmael is likewise conscious of the use he 
makes of earlier literary traditions; for these reasons, 
Ishmael's narrative is sophisticated as well as naive. When 
we examine Ishmael's modulating functions further, we recognize 
the presence, in his narration, of attitudes which determine 
the low mimetic mode. 
As an American literary phenomenon, the low mimetic 
mode is indicative of literary production that is both naive 
and sophisticated. In the sense that Ishmael, for example, 
expresses a system of values that is also espoused by the 
American middle class (inherent dignity and equality plus hard 
work should produce success or at least upward mobility), he 
causes the literature he transmits as persona to be naively 
low mimetic. In the sense that the form of his story is modeled 
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primarily on the forms of other works of literature (even 
while characters and incidents are relevant to America of the 
1850's), he transmits as persona low mimetic literature that 
is sophisticated. Nor is Moby-Dick a rarity in its combination 
of naive and sophisticated literary qualities. Whitman's 
work typically combines a naive idealization of the common 
man with a sophisticated use of oracular presentation; 
Hawthorne's prose fiction is both a spontaneous expression of 
New England Puritanism and a conscious re-creation of medieval 
allegory; Walden is Thoreau's synthesis of a naive confessional 
form and a calculated reliance on the example of scriptural 
writings; and earlier, Cooper produced his greatest works by 
fusing a spontaneous celebration of frontier virtues with a 
very conventional handling of plot, character, and literary 
style. Because it will lead us to little more than an 
appreciation of how Moby-Dick is typically "American," we can 
dismiss the question of the naivete or sophistication of what 
Ishmael narrates; in considering the final modulating function 
of Young Ishmael, then, we can concentrate on those attitudes 
embodied in him that cause his narration to be low mimetic. 
Since literary mode derives in part from the power of 
action with which an author invests his central character, we 
may examine first how Ishmael as a character modulates his 
story to be low mimetic. As he introduces himself, Ishmael 
appears to be neither superior nor inferior in power of action 
to ordinary men. Economically unsuccessful in his life on 
land—"having little or no money in [his] purse"—Ishmael quite 
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understandably becomes depressed, subject to his low spirits 
or "hypos." While some men in his situation would not be so 
affected nor so impoverished as a result of living in the 
landsmen's society, others would be despondent enough to 
contemplate ending their lives with "pistol and ball." 
Ishmael is not a helpless victim of the "damp, drizzly November 
in [his] soul," however, for he is capable of acting in order 
to alleviate it: he "quietly take[s] to the ship." Announcing 
his solution to the problems posed by life and society, Ishmael 
comments on his ordinariness: "almost all men in their degree, 
some time or other, cherish very nearly the same feelings 
toward the ocean with me." 
Neither craven nor heroic, Ishmael's solution determines 
the tone of the paragraphs that follow, m which he idealizes 
the attraction of the sea (in much the same way as one makes 
the best of necessity) and presents his response to the call of 
the waters as part of a universal reaction. Later in the first 
chapter, Ishmael tells us that he always goes to sea as a 
"simple sailor"; it is not a position so lofty as a Commodore 
or Captain, but it nevertheless allows Ishmael to enjoy the 
"urbane activity with which a man receives money." Later still, 
Ishmael reveals his awareness of his low mimetic role in the 
"grand programme of Providence" by comparing his "shabby part 
[in] a whaling voyage" with "magnificent parts in high 
tragedies, . . . and easy parts in genteel comedies." 
As the story progresses, Ishmael maintains this quality 
of normality. Like any greenhorn in a strange setting, he is 
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made the butt of humor by those more experienced than he: 
Peter Coffin has a hilarious time with Ishmael's misunder-
standing about the head that Queequeg is trying to sell. Since 
he must share his bed with a cannibal, Ishmael rationalizes 
his reluctance rather typically: "No man prefers to sleep 
two to a bed. . . . I don't know how it is, but people like 
to be private when they are sleeping. And when it comes to 
sleeping with an unknown stranger . . . " Yet upon meeting 
his strange bedfellow, Ishmael displays a moderate sort of 
tolerance, noting to himself that it is better to "sleep 
with a sober cannibal than a drunken Christian" (Ch. 3). 
From all we know of Ishmael's subsequent actions—his perfor-
mance of shipboard duties and his activities in the whale-
boats—we can infer that Ishmael as a mariner is thoroughly 
unremarkable; except for his propensity for philosophical 
reflection, he seems to be an ordinary seaman whose character-
istics are compatible with a part in a low mimetic work. 
In his function of narrator—of specialized persona 
through which Melville transmits his aesthetic idea as low 
mimetic—Ishmael exhibits characteristics of one who asserts 
that the individual member of society can indeed maintain his 
significance in an increasingly complex and dehumanizing world. 
Such an affirmation is typical of low mimetic modulating 
personae, and Ishmael is able to accomplish it partially by 
virtue of his habit of philosophizing. From the start, he 
knows that his role as a sailor is neither very honorable 
(according to mundane values) nor very easy, but he knows as 
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well that external indignities do not affect his inherent 
worth. Speaking of the sometimes humiliating tasks that he 
must perform, he observes philosophically: "I have the 
satisfaction of knowing that it is all right; that everybody 
else is one way or other served in much the same way—either 
in a physical or metaphysical point of view, that is; and so 
the universal thump is passed round, and all hands should rub 
each other's shoulder-blades, and be content" (Ch. 1). 
This affirmation of the positive significance of the 
ordinary is effected further by a persona's selection and 
treatment of the objects of its narration. By its traditional 
affinity for verisimilitude, the low mimetic modulating persona 
presents the writer's aesthetic idea in terms that are 
relevant to the experience of "common people" (the middle-class 
audience of most works of prose fiction); thus, the very 
selection of ordinary events as models for the incidents of 
plot is a tacit admission that such events are worthy or 
literary treatment. What is peculiar to the low mimetic 
modulating persona in this respect is the attitude of sympathy 
it evokes for the objects of its narration. (The high mimetic 
persona also evokes a sympathetic response, but because the 
high mimetic persona treats its characters and incidents as 
somehow extraordinary, it causes a greater "aesthetic distance" 
to exist between its protagonist and its audience.) As Ishmael 
tells of his adventures, he communicates his sense of the 
equality shared by him and the other characters with whom he 
interacts. 
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While he is still ashore, these characters, with the 
exception of Queequeg, remain undeveloped, almost caricatures. 
Peter Coffin is nothing more than a Yankee landlord, Bulkington 
a "handsome sailor" with a hint of melancholy in his countenance. 
Despite his comic exaggeration of Peter Coffin's defining 
attribute (New Englanders' relish for taciturn jokes at 
outsiders' expense), Ishmael does not allow Coffin to appear to 
be a bully; "a good laugh is a mighty good thing, and rather 
too scarce" (Ch. 5): Ishmael makes it clear that he (and we) 
should cherish no malice toward the landlord. When it is 
Ishmael's turn to provide the joke, at Mrs. Hussey's expense 
("'What's that about Cods, ma'am?' said I, with much politeness" 
[Ch. 15]), we not only detect an idiosyncratic attribute of 
Ishmael that derives from Melville's reading of Shakespeare 
but also recognize the comic give-and-take that prevails in 
the early chapters as playful banter among equals. As we 
regard Ishmael as a sympathetic figure, so should we, he seems 
to imply, regard the less fully developed characters of his 
acquaintance. 
Aboard the Pequod, Ishmael continues to transmit his 
story from a low mimetic perspective. "Knights" though they 
be, the ship's officers remain sufficiently ordinary to be 
understood and to some extent be judged by the young narrator. 
Ishmael will develop Ahab, Starbuck, and Stubb later in his 
narration, and each of these is described as superior in 
varying degrees to himself. Ahab has already been remarked 
upon as exceptional in Ishmael's low mimetic world: "a man 
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of greatly superior natural force, with a globular brain and a 
ponderous heart" (Ch. 16), his superiority is largely what 
creates such an aura of mystery about him; Ahab cannot be 
understood by ordinary men. Starbuck and Stubb, however, pose 
no such problem. Starbuck possesses an "interior vitality," a 
"sobriety and fortitude" (Ch. 26) that Ishmael regards as 
admirable, but the first mate is not so removed from the realm 
of ordinary men that Ishmael cannot detect in him the weakness 
of a brave man defenseless against the onslaught of "spiritual 
terrors." Stubb, as Ishmael notes, is "neither craven nor 
valiant" (Ch. 27), a low mimetic "hero" whose immunity to 
cowardice and ill-humor derives from the vapors which issue 
from his pipe. The third mate, Flask, is not nearly so affable. 
In the sense that he is able to appreciate neither the marvels 
of the species which he hunts nor the dangers of his occupation, 
Flask is Ishmael's inferior; Ishmael's description of him 
contains an implicit statement of his own superiority. As if 
to maintain an "average," low mimetic level of sympathy (so 
that we do not regard Flask, ironically, as our inferior), 
however, Ishmael compensates for Flask's unconscious cruelty 
by remarking that Flask is like a wrought, not a cut, nail: 
"made to clinch tight and last long" (Ch. 27). 
By presenting the characters in his story as sympathetic 
and endowing them with qualities in degrees immediately relevant 
to his audience, and by narrating his experiences as a series 
of quite plausible incidents, Ishmael imparts to his narrative 
a verisimilitude that is typically low mimetic. Because of 
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the heterogeneity of cultural attitudes and traditions in 
America, Young Ishmael—a single character-narrator and single 
persona of Herman Melville—modulates Moby-Dick as romantic, 
"Romantic," and low mimetic in mode. As a specialized literary 
persona, Ishmael also embodies qualities which determine the 
genres and special generic forms of his story. As a specifying 
persona, Young Ishmael causes Moby-Dick to display a rather 
disconcerting variety of generic attributes whose presence in 
the single work has occasioned a corresponding variety of 
critical positions on the "inconsistency" and the "form" of 
Melville's greatest work. 
2. Young Ishmael: Genres 
The authorial persona from which Ishmael is refined 
does not maintain a consistent posture even for the transmission 
of the first part of Moby-Dick. Melville as author seems to 
determine that his aesthetic idea be transmitted simultaneously 
as epos and as prose fiction; as Ishmael is the specialized 
persona refined from this ambivalent authorial posture, he 
exhibits an interesting inconsistency with regard to the manner 
in which he addresses his audience. At times, Ishmael confronts 
his audience directly—"Call me Ishmael" "What do you see?" 
"Tell me . . ." Say, you are in the country"—and makes use 
12 of a form of incremental repetition when referring to Ahab; 
in doing so, he assumes the posture of a persona that transmits 
epos. More frequently, however, Ishmael assumes the posture 
of a persona of prose fiction: the division of the narrative 
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into chapters, the representation of the memorial tablets in 
Father Mapple's chapel, the transcription of "Quohog"'s 
signature, the reference to "This whole book" (Ch. 32), and 
the frequent addresses to the reader all support the hypothesis 
that the most fundamental refinement of Melville's authorial 
persona was designed to transmit his aesthetic idea in a 
form to be read. 
The inconsistencies in the relation between Ishmael 
and his audience are evidence that, just as he transmits his 
narrative in several different modes, Ishmael causes it to 
exist in two basic generic forms. The first of these is epos, 
the literary genre most deeply imbedded in the oral tradition. 
Ishmael's maintenance of immediate contact with his audience 
and his use of stock epithets suggest that he is a refinement 
of the authorial posture of Melville whose purpose is to 
transmit an aesthetic idea in the broad generic category of 
epos. The second basic genre that Ishmael determines is prose 
fiction, a classification whose characteristics are self-
evident in his narration. The relation between Ishmael's 
determination of several modes and his determination of two 
basic genres is not coincidental. Frye notes that, in "the 
historical sequence of modes, each genre . . . seems to rise 
to some degree of ascendency. Myth and romance express 
themselves mainly in epos. . . . The low mimetic brings 
13 fiction and an increasing use of prose." As Ishmael is the 
modulating persona of romance, we may expect him to specify 
his narration as some form of epos; as he modulates a low 
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voice, causes parts of his narration to exist as the special 
generic form of epic. Ishmael, the modulating persona of 
naive romance, is in several respects the specifying persona 
of an epic. "The long ease and swell of Ishmael's narrative 
prose" which Charles Olson noticed is nearly identical with 
the musical quality which Frye regards as characteristic of 
16 the special forms of epos. As Ishmael functions as the 
spokesman for the American Sperm Whale Fishery and modulates 
his narrative as romantic, his story is "the choric expression 
of the multitude of men living dangerously and close to nature 
and unencumbered by women"; according to E. M. W. Tillyard's 
17 criteria, very close indeed to a modern epic in prose. 
Ishmael's choice, as character, to go whaling in a Nantucket 
vessel and, as narrator, to celebrate the heroic virtues of 
Nantucketers is clearly related to the traditional initiative 
of an epic bard. 
For my mind was made up to sail in no other than a 
Nantucket craft, because there was a fine, boisterous 
something about everything connected with that famous 
old island, which amazingly pleased me. Besides 
though New Bedford has of late been gradually monopo-
lizing the business of whaling, and though in this 
matter poor old Nantucket is now much behind her, yet 
Nantucket was her great original—the Tyre of this 
Carthage;—the place where the first dead American 
whale was stranded. (Ch. 2) 
The great days of Nantucket whaling had ended by the time 
Ishmael embarked in the Pequod; by relating the adventures 
of a Nantucket whaling venture, Ishmael could assume the 
traditional posture of the epic poet: he could celebrate 
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the traditions and heroism of an era just recently past. 
If certain of Ishmael's attitudes specify that his 
story exists in a traditionally epic form, other of his 
attributes specify that his story is to some extent a "Romantic" 
epic as well. As it is transmitted in the low mimetic mode, 
but with conscious evocation of past romantic conditions, 
Ishmael's narration is, like Goethe's Faust, a mythological 
epic which celebrates the psychological development of its 
protagonist. In this respect Ishmael's narration is a kind 
of "cultural autobiography," an attempt on the part of a 
basically "Romantic" individual to "objectify himself to his 
searching consciousness and endow his experiences with symbolic 
18 
significance." "Surely all this is not without meaning," 
Ishmael observes after he has elaborated on the universal 
attraction that the oceans hold for men (Ch. 1); as a "Romantic" 
epic, Ishmael's story traces the evolution of his state of mind 
from the initial misanthropy that prompted his sea-going to 
his eventually feeling "divinely free from all ill-will, or 
petulance, or malice, of any sort whatsoever" (Ch. 94). 
Although some of his characteristics cause him to 
specify his narration as these two kinds of epic, Young Ishmael 
is predominantly a specifying persona of prose fiction. As I 
noted earlier, Melville's authorial persona is ambivalent; 
one of its postures determines that Melville's aesthetic idea 
is transmitted as epos and, refined into a specialized persona, 
causes Moby-Dick to be an epic. The other posture determines 
generally that Melville's aesthetic idea is transmitted as 
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prose fiction. When we examine Ishmael as the specialized 
persona refined from this second authorial posture, we can 
see that he embodies qualities that traditionally determine 
the special generic form of romance. 
In his function as a low mimetic modulating persona, 
Ishmael records the experiences he undergoes on his first 
whaling voyage by presenting characters and incidents in a 
way that relates immediately to the "ordinary" experiences 
of his audience; his narration is in several senses realistic. 
When we examine the low mimetic attributes of Ishmael's 
story, however, we can discern a significant contrast between 
them and the low mimetic attributes of many fictional works 
we can properly call novels. The characters that Ishmael 
introduces are not nearly so fully drawn as the characters 
described by Jane Austen's, or George Eliot's narrators. 
The contrast between these two types of characterization 
provides part of the basis for Frye's distinction among the 
special forms of prose fiction. As he remarks, the "essential 
difference between novel and romance lies in the conception 
of characterization. The romancer does not attempt to create 
'real people' so much as stylized figures which expand into 
psychological archetypes.... The novelist deals with 
personality. . . . He needs the framework of a stable society. 
Some of the characters in Ishmael's narrative—Peter 
Coffin, Mrs. Hussey, Captains Peleg and Bildad—are "stylized 
figures" who are archetypal only in the sense that they 
represent, beyond themselves, some quality typical of New 
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England landlords, landladies, and Quaker whaling businessmen. 
Others, like Starbuck and Stubb, suggest a psychological depth 
that seems out of proportion with their rather limited 
development as characters; in the sense that Starbuck represents 
the "superego" and Stubb a happy-go-lucky combination of "ego" 
and "id," both may be considered psychologically archetypal 
characters. Ishmael himself is archetypal in yet another sense. 
As a low mimetic character he is believable and ordinary, and 
convinces his audience of the realism of the events which he 
relates; as a typical young man coming to terms with a new 
way of life, however, he is an archetypal figure whose 
adventures take on symbolic as well as literal significance. 
(He is part of a Quest, he "journeys" from innocence to 
experience, and he confronts a monster and a madman and must 
assess his relation to each of them.) 
Since the nature of characterization depends on the 
treatment of characters by the narrator who describes them 
and the incidents in which they take part, Ishmael's attitude 
toward himself and his fellow characters determines his low 
mimetic story to be a romance. Another attitude of a specifying 
persona of romance that Ishmael embodies is made apparent by 
his treatment of plot. As a special form of prose fiction, 
the romance has traditionally dealt with some kind of high 
adventure, either physical or psychological. Though early 
in his narration he denigrates the "shabby part" that a whaling 
voyage has in the large scheme of things, Ishmael nevertheless 
treats each incident that moves him closer to the Pequod as a 
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part of a great adventure. He inflates the reasons for his 
decision to go whaling: "one grand hooded phantom, like a 
snow hill in the air" (Ch. 1), beckoned him. The simple 
necessity of sharing a bed with a harpooneer becomes a comic 
adventure, replete with exaggerated fears of a head-vending 
cannibal, wild flourishings with a glowing tomahawk, and a 
final settlement by the landlord who answers to Ishmael's 
desperate "Angels! save me!" (Ch. 3). 
The process in which Ishmael moves his narrative along 
from one episode to the next is typical of the romantic genre, 
too, for the specifying persona of romance usually subordinates 
the development and motivation of character to the excitement 
of climactic incidents. Ishmael deals with his stay in New 
Bedford in a few chapters, emphasizing his encounter with 
Peter Coffin's wit and his meeting Queequeg. His narration 
of the trip to Nantucket is almost entirely devoted to Queequeg's 
physical confrontations with the obnoxious greenhorn; it is an 
account of Queequeg's spinning the boy bodily into the air 
and later rescuing him from the icy waters with an almost 
indifferent equanimity. In Nantucket, Ishmael signs on as a 
member of the Pequod's crew, but treats his encounter with Peleg 
and Bildad as an adventure in itself. Coming upon an immobile 
Queequeg, who is observing his Ramadan, Ishmael exaggerates 
the incident with cries of "Mistress! murder!" (Ch. 17) so that 
it becomes another of his landlord-adventures. 
This emphasis on the active incident accounts for part 
of the episodic structure of Moby-Dick as a whole; as the 
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specifying persona of a romance, Ishmael's main narrative 
interest focuses on physical activity. While Ishmael continues 
to be concerned with such incidents—"The First Lowering," 
"Stubb Kills a Whale," and similar chapters are indications— 
and continues to specify his narrative as a romance, the 
transmission of chapters which bind such episodes together 
tends increasingly to be performed by other of Melville's 
specialized personae. Before discussing the other personae 
which transmit Moby-Dick, it would be useful to note the modal 
and generic complexity which results from Melville's projection 
of the voice of Young Ishmael. Earlier I mentioned that some 
critics have concluded that Moby-Dick is poetry by concentrating 
on the idiosyncratic attributes of Melville which Ishmael 
embodies, and suggested that other critics, impressed by the 
effects of another aspect of Ishmael, would prefer to regard 
20 the book as some kind of epic. 
Because Young Ishmael is largely a refinement of the 
authorial posture of Melville that determines prose fiction, 
the story he narrates is generically a combination of that 
basic genre's special forms. As I have indicated, Ishmael's 
narrative is predominantly a romance; "exclusive concentration 
21 on one form is rare," however, and in this respect, at least, 
Ishmael's story is not a rarity. Even while noting that 
Ishmael's narrative is romantic in generic form, we can observe 
in it the effects of other specifying attributes of Ishmael. 
As Ishmael in the introductory chapters reflects on his 
reactions to various incidents and provides us with information 
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that is autobiographical (about himself, not necessarily about 
Melville), his story exhibits the influence of the confessional 
form. As he waxes enthusiastic about the historical and 
procedural details of his new occupation (Ch. 24 & 25), 
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"piling up an enormous mass of erudition about his theme," 
Ishmael transmits a story that is influenced by the special 
form of the anatomy. When we consider the fact that a single 
specialized persona causes such formal diversity to exist in 
one "strand" of Melville's yarn, we can understand how Moby-
Dick has caused "Sturdy believers in the sanctity of literary 
23 recipes [to] shudder at its unclassifiable uniqueness." 
3. Elder Ishmael 
Reading the narrative that Young Ishmael presents, we 
can at times detect the presence of what seems to be another 
narrator. Walter Bezanson describes this somewhat disconcerting 
experience: "we hear the voice, . . . the magic voice, not 
of the boy we watch with our eyes, but of one who long since 
went aboard the Pequod, was buried in the sea and resurrected 
from it. This voice recounts the coming adventures of young 
Ishmael as a story already fully experienced. Experienced, 
24 but not fully understood." The presence of this second 
voice has been explained, as I mentioned earlier, by George 
Stewart's postulation of "Two Moby-Dicks." According to this 
explanation, Young Ishmael was projected by Melville to narrate 
the adventure-story of a young man's first whaling voyage. 
When Melville revised his manuscript, causing Moby-Dick to deal 
158 
with more serious themes than the original narrator could 
plausibly handle, he left Young Ishmael's narration virtually 
intact in the introductory chapters; once the story was under 
way, Melville allowed a second specialized persona—still 
identified with the character Ishmael—to provide much of 
the narration. This explanation is hypothetical, for we shall 
never see the manuscripts of Moby-Dick in order to test its 
validity; nevertheless, it does provide us with some insights 
into the peculiar relationship between the two voices of 
Ishmael as they interact to perform their narrative functions. 
Elder Ishmael (as I shall designate the second voice) 
is a refinement of Melville's prose-fiction authorial posture. 
Like Young Ishmael, he specifies a story that is predominantly 
a romance, but unlike the younger narrator, Elder Ishmael is a 
high mimetic modulating persona whose primary narrative interest 
lies in incidents which constitute a tragic plot. In the 
introductory chapters of Moby-Dick, Elder Ishmael is the 
narrator who occasionally interjects bits of narration which 
seem too precocious to be attributed to Young Ishmael but which 
are nevertheless necessary if the adventure-story is to become 
a serious recollection of Ahab's tragic fate. The treatment of 
Father Mapple's sermon (Ch. 7-9) illustrates the Elder Ishmael's 
habit of interjection and provides an example of the interaction 
between Ishmael's two voices. 
Reading these chapters in the context of Young Ishmael's 
.adventures, we might assume that they constitute just another 
episode—more reflective than active, however—in Ishmael's 
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progress toward a life at sea. Should we read Moby-Dick to 
its conclusion and then return to these chapters with an 
awareness of the tragic turn that the progression of incidents 
is going to take, we would find ourselves almost shocked by 
the ultimate significance of the sermon which Ishmael happened 
to attend. The encounter with Father Mapple is unlike 
Ishmael's other preparatory experiences. Aboard the Pequod, 
Ishmael is not bamboozled by more experienced mariners, nor 
does he lose his wits at crucial moments to cry "Captain! 
cadavers!" or some similar nonsense as he was prone while 
ashore; we might expect that Father Mapple's sermon, like 
other land-based incidents, would be forgotten once the 
Pequod's cruise got under way. But Ishmael remembers the 
sermon: as Father Mapple described Jonah as a man "with 
slouched hat and guilty eye," a man who experienced "sore 
wrestlings in his berth," and as one in whose stateroom "a 
swinging lamp slightly oscillates" (Ch. 9), Ishmael describes 
Ahab's "bent head and half-slouched hat" (Ch. 36), his 
"exhausting and intolerably vivid dreams of the night," and 
his "heavy pewter lamp . . . [that] continually rocked with 
the motion of the ship" (Ch. 44). 
The correspondences among these descriptions are too 
functional to be dismissed as mere accidents: they support 
the implicit comparison, sustained throughout much of Moby-
Dick, of Ahab and the biblical figure who was "swallowed . . . 
down to living gulfs of doom" (Ch. 9). The comparison is not, 
however, an integral part of Young Ishmael's narration of his 
whaling adventures; it arises from a consciousness of tragedy 
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that the narrator of the introductory chapters does not 
possess. If we look upon the Jonah-Ahab comparison in the 
light of Stewart's hypothesis, we can begin to make some sense 
of this instance of Young Ishmael's sudden precocity. 
Chapters 7 and 8, the "introduction" to Father Mapple's 
sermon, are unremarkable as units of Young Ishmael's narration. 
They present Ishmael's visit to the Whaleman's Chapel as a 
traditional step in a mariner's preparation for a long voyage: 
"few are the moody fisherman, shortly bound for the Indian 
Ocean or Pacific, who fail to make a Sunday visit to the 
spot" (Ch. 7). Ishmael's musings about the memorial tablets 
can be explained in part as results of the morbid disposition 
he described in the opening sentences of his story, and the 
strange design of the pulpit is similar to the peculiar 
architecture of the public room of the Spouter-Inn. When 
Father Mapple first addresses his scattered congregation— 
"Starboard gangway, there! side away to larboard—larboard 
gangway to starboard! Midships! midships!" (Ch. 9)—he appears 
to be another of Ishmael's New England stock characters: a 
somewhat comic "pilot of the living God." The peculiar hymn 
that he intones adds to this characterization, but the sermon 
that follows it does not. Suddenly, it seems, Ishmael is 
no longer experiencing the sermon for the first time; he 
seems instead to be recounting it in the light of what he has 
not yet described but has, "some years ago," endured and just 
barely survived. The innocent voice of Young Ishmael becomes 
for awhile the voice of an Elder Ishmael whose experience and 
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maturity far surpass those of the young man sitting in the 
chapel. Elder Ishmael, by virtue of his experience, records 
Father Mapple's sermon so that none of its relevance to 
future events is lost. After the sermon is finished—when 
the more experienced voice is no longer necessary—Young 
Ishmael resumes his narrative, describing Queequeg's 
fascination with a thick book, his resemblance to George 
Washington, and his royal birth in Kokovoko (Ch. 10-12). 
If we assume, as Stewart does, that Elder Ishmael is 
the specialized persona Melville projected as the "I" of the 
revised Moby-Dick, the presence of his more experienced voice 
so early in the story can be accounted for as an attempt, on 
Melville's part, to ease the transition between the story of 
Young Ishmael's adventures and the story of Ahab's disastrous 
quest. The sermon may well have been part of Young Ishmael's 
original narrative, but the difference in tone between the 
sermon and the descriptions which precede (and follow) it 
argues that the sermon was at least partially revised to 
strengthen its relevance to the tragic narrative that the 
Elder Ishmael is later to provide. Similarly, the premature 
description of Ahab by Ishmael— 
And when these things unite in a man of greatly superior 
natural force, with a globular brain and a ponderous 
heart; who has also by the stillness and seclusion of 
many long night-watches in the remotest waters, and 
beneath constellations never seen here at the north, 
been led to think untraditionally and independently; 
receiving all Nature's sweet or savage impressions 
fresh from her own virgin, voluntary, and confiding 
breast, and thereby chiefly, but with some help from 
accidental advantages, to learn a bold and nervous 
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lofty language—that man makes one in a whole nation's 
census—a mighty pageant creature, formed for noble 
tragedies. Nor will it all detract from him, dramatically 
regarded, if either by birth or other circumstances, he 
have what seems a half wilful over-ruling morbidness at 
the bottom of his nature. For all men tragically great 
are made so through a certain morbidness. Be sure of 
this, 0 young ambition, all mortal greatness is but 
disease. But, as yet we have not to do with such an 
one. . . . (Ch. 16) 
—this may well be another interpolation by the elder voice. 
It has little, if anything, to do with the comic interaction 
among Ishmael, Peleg, and Bildad, and is functional only 
insofar as it prepares us for the transformation of Moby-Dick 
from Ishmael's comic, to Ahab's tragic, story. 
"The Lee Shore" (Ch. 23), that six-inch memorial to 
the sailor Bulkington, is an obvious interpolation. The 
beginning of Chapter 24—"As Queequeg and I are now fairly 
embarked in this business of whaling"—follows the Pequod's 
plunge "into the long Atlantic" (Ch. 22) far more organically 
than it follows the "straight up, leaps thy apotheosis!" which 
concludes the tribute to Bulkington. As a part of the overall 
scheme of Moby-Dick, "The Lee Shore" is successful less as a 
device for getting rid of a superfluous character (the aura 
of contrivance is so nakedly obvious) than as a method of 
introducing a theme that becomes significant later in the 
book. In this brief chapter, the "safety, comfort, hearthstone, 
supper, warm blankets, friends, all that's kind to our 
mortalities" to be found on land are contrasted with the 
"lashed sea's landlessness" where "the highest truth" resides. 
Ahab's purpose, we later learn, is to "strike through the mask" 
that is the White Whale, and grasp the "Truth [that] hath no 
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confines" (Ch. 36), whatever the consequences. Later still, 
in Chapter 94, Ishmael, having assessed the nature of Ahab's 
quest, "washed [his] hands and [his] heart of it," and 
perceives that he must shift his aim away from the object 
of Ahab's "horrible oath" in order to seek felicity "in the 
wife, the heart, the bed, the table, the saddle, the fire-
side, the country." Ishmael—at this point in the story a 
synthesis of the young character and the older center of 
consciousness—is thus aware of the morbidity in Ahab's 
character and recognizes (by virtue of the hindsight that 
Elder Ishmael has) the nature of the truth which Ahab 
seeks; he can thus dissociate himself from the tragic quest 
that he still narrates and return to the land-values that he 
had previously (as Young Ishmael) scorned. As an inter-
polation by Elder Ishmael, "The Lee Shore" mitigates what 
might later in the story seem a condemnation of Ahab by 
hinting at the grandeur of Ahab's attempt "to keep the open 
independence of [the] sea" (Ch. 23). 
The interaction of the two voices of Ishmael in the 
introductory chapters permits Elder Ishmael gradually to 
assume his function as the dominant first-person narrator of 
Moby-Dick. Once dominant, the voice of Elder Ishmael modulates 
the story as high mimetic and specifies it as a tragic romance. 
Elder Ishmael does not so much develop the characters in his 
narrative as he invests them with ever-increasing significance. 
Ahab becomes more and more a representation of man's mono-
maniacal urge to power; Starbuck becomes a figure for "the 
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imcompetence of mere unaided virtue," and Stubb, though he 
comes to know Ahab better than any other member of the crew, 
personifies "the invulnerable jollity of indifference and 
recklessness" (Ch. 41) which would not, even if it could, 
turn the madman from his fatal course. With Flask, an 
embodiment of mediocrity, these are the characters of a 
romance. If we add to their number the Mephistophelean 
Fedallah and the idiot-savant Pip, we can see how their inter-
actions produce archetypal significance. However transparent 
they may appear at times, these characters are neither 
allegorical representations nor the creatures of myth. The 
Elder Ishmael makes it clear that Ahab (and his officers as 
well, we may assume) is not a god, nor even a preternatural 
hero: "But Ahab, my Captain, still moves before me m all his 
Nantucket grimness and shagginess; and . . . I must not conceal 
that I have only to do with a poor old whale-hunter like him; 
and, therefore, all outward majestical trappings and housings 
are denied me" (Ch. 33). 
Since this sentence occurs late in the book's intro-
duction, we might read it as an affirmation by Young Ishmael 
that his narration is low mimetic in mode; when we consider 
that it is part of a comparison of Ahab's position with those 
of "Emperors and Kings," the significance of the denial of 
"outward majestical trappings" becomes apparent. Ahab is a 
leader, Ishmael seems to say, and though he is denied garments 
of "imperial purple" by an accident of history, his power of 
character is as high mimetic as that of any king or noble of 
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more courtly days. As a character in a low mimetic work, 
Ahab would need no princely accountrements; only when we read 
the sentence as an interjection by Elder Ishmael (who 
modulates high mimesis) does it become a meaningful comment 
on a tragic hero's being somewhat incongruously attired in 
"the shabbiest of pilot-cloth." 
Because Elder Ishmael transmits the story of Ahab 
as a tragic high mimetic romance, while Young Ishmael transmits 
his own story primarily as a comic low mimetic one, critics 
have generally offered readers two alternatives: to regard 
the whole of Moby-Dick as the story of Ishmael that is flawed 
by a strong plot-interest in the fortunes of Ahab, or to agree 
that Moby-Dick is the tragic tale of Ahab told by a narrator 
who takes a good many pages to settle down to his proper task. 
Hugh Holman exemplifies the first position when he writes 
that "the error is not only that we read the novel as the 
tragedy of Ahab rather than the 'divine comedy' of Ishmael, 
but that we tend to lose sight of Ishmael, who is, at best, 
a passive hero." Taking the second position, H. Bruce 
Franklin regards Moby-Dick as "the cosmic struggle of Ahab and 
the White Whale." So thoroughly is the book Ahab's story that 
the "crew sees the whale through Ahab's mind: they share his 
hate, his enemy, and his pursuit; [even] Ishmael abandons his 
mind to Ahab, though in Moby Dick he can see 'naught but the 
deadliest ill. ",25 
We need not choose between these alternatives, nor 
even account for Ishmael's two voices as evidence of some 
"psychological injury" he must have sustained as a result of 
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his trying experiences. Moby-Dick is more than the story 
of Ishmael, or of Ahab, or of both filtered through a deranged 
personality. Young Ishmael, who casts himself in the role of 
protagonist, and Elder Ishmael, who arranges his narrative 
around Ahab, are only two of the specialized personae through 
which Melville transmits his aesthetic idea. They are 
related by virtue of their sharing the same textual locus— 
the character Ishmael—and by their similar refinement as 
first-person narrators. Because they both speak in the first 
person, they both become, in the course of the artwork's 
evolution, increasingly "obsolete": what Melville had to 
communicate was beyond the capability of any participant 
narrator, however great his maturity or openness to new 
experiences. As a means of transmitting Melville's aesthetic 
idea, Ishmael is not entirely abandoned; he remains to the 
end of the story, speaking in voices whose qualities grow 
ever more identical with those of Elder Ishmael. But he 
remains primarily as one who escaped to tell the tale. 
Once Moby-Dick is well under way—once we have been 
introduced to whaling life, and once we have shifted our 
attention to the fortunes of Ahab—there is little need, 
beyond a vestigial nod toward narrative plausibility, for a 
first-person persona. The voices of Ishmael retire, to be 
heard again only at sporadic intervals, and the transmission 
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IV. OMNISCIENCE, AUTHORITY, AND THE HISTOR 
Soon after Moby-Dick becomes the narrative of Ahab's 
quest for the White Whale, we are taken into the captain's 
cabin to witness one of Ahab's frequent occupations. 
Had you followed Captain Ahab down into his cabin, . . 
you would have seen him go to a locker in the transom, 
and bringing out a large wrinkled roll of yellowish 
sea charts, spread them before him on his screwed-down 
table. Then seating himself before it, you would have 
seen him intently study the various lines and shadings 
which there met his eye; and with slow but steady 
pencil trace additional courses over spaces that before 
were blank. At intervals, he would refer to piles of 
old log-books beside him, wherein were set down the 
seasons and places in which, on various former voyages 
of various ships, sperm whales had been captured or 
seen. . . . But it was not this night in particular 
that, in the solitude of his cabin, Ahab thus pondered 
over his charts. Almost every night they were brought 
out; almost every night some pencil marks were effaced, 
and others were substituted. (Ch. 44) 
It is unlikely that Ishmael could have found himself consist-
ently in a position to make such observations. As a common 
sailor, his nights were spent in the forecastle; had he been 
required to stand night-watches, and so have been up and about 
at the times Ahab was wont to study his charts, Ishmael's 
duties—and the sharp eye of the mate in charge of the watch— 
would have prevented his peering into the captain's cabin. 
Even had he strolled, off-duty and not ready yet for sleep, 
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back to the quarter-deck to chat with whoever was tending 
the helm, he would scarcely have dared to indulge in such 
an audacious practice as spying into the captain's private 
quarters. 
The account of Ahab's interest in his charts is not 
a result of either Ishmael's function of participant narration; 
it derives from another of Melville's specialized personae, 
one refined from the prose-fiction authorial posture and 
endowed with the privilege of omniscience. Even if the use 
of this omniscient persona were nothing more than an 
inconsistency in the narration of Moby-Dick, it would neverthe-
less be similar to Melville's earlier practices. While he 
chose to relate incidents in his earlier works from a 
participant point of view, Melville did not, apparently, 
feel bound to retain that point of view consistently. In 
Typee, for example, Tommo's experiences are frequently inter-
rupted by digressions on the effects of civilization and 
Christianity upon the islanders. In Mardi, the first-person 
narrative seems merely an excuse upon which to base some 
claim to narrative unity. And in White Jacket, the first-
person narrator frequently and entertainingly discusses him-
self in the third person. 
Whatever the reasons for the shifts of persona in 
Melville's earlier books, the shift in Moby-Dick from the 
voices of Ishmael to the voice of a more objective persona is 
necessary. As Moby-Dick becomes less the story of Ishmael's 
adventures and more the tale of Ahab's tragedy, the voice of 
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Elder Ishmael predominates. Because Elder Ishmael is identified 
with a single character, he is denied knowledge of certain 
aspects of the Ahab-Moby Dick plot; as these aspects of the 
story become increasingly important, Elder Ishmael's function 
of narration is assumed by a persona that speaks with the 
voice of an omniscient narrator. The ultimate justification 
for the use of an omniscient specialized persona lies in the 
principle of narrative authority. When Young Ishmael tells of 
his initial adventures and, later, narrates incidents to 
which he is a proximate witness, we have no grounds on which to 
doubt his reliability as narrator or his authority to deal with 
events in which he takes part. Similarly, Elder Ishmael's 
greater experience permits him to supplement the younger 
narrator's account with credibility: Elder Ishmael can speak 
with authority (and hindsight) about the whaling voyage that 
becomes one man's vengeful pursuit of a single whale. If 
Elder Ishmael, or even the fused voice of both Ishmaels, 
should attempt to present information that is unavailable to 
Ishmael the character—information about what Ahab does "in 
the solitude of his cabin," for example—the resulting narration 
would become quite unreliable. No matter which voice he speaks 
in, Ishmael has no authority to present matters of which, as a 
limited consciousness bound to a single character, he is 
destined to remain ignorant. 
The aesthetic idea of Moby-Dick nevertheless required 
for its articulation some insight into Ahab's private 
motivations, as well as detailed accounts of activities too 
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physically diverse to be witnessed by a single character. In 
order to communicate this aesthetic idea with some authority, 
Melville had to project a specialized persona whose attributes 
include omniscience and a kind of ubiquity. A similar 
problem was encountered—and discussed—by Cervantes in Don 
Quixote, and is noted by Scholes and Kellogg in their Nature 
of Narrative. "Sancho poses to his master the question of how 
the historian could have told truly about those things that 
happened to the two adventurers when they were alone. . . . 
Don Quixote's answer provides for Cervantes a comic equivalent 
to the inspired bard's privileges: 'I can assure you Sancho 
. . . that the author of our history must be some wise 
enchanter; for nothing that they choose to write about is 
hidden from those who practice that art.' Don Quixote's 
explanation is as good as any other, for it is the truth." 
The "wise enchanter" that Melville projects to solve the 
problem of authority has, besides omniscience and ubiquity, 
other attributes which are clearly related to the traditional 
narrative posture of the "histor." 
1. The Histor 
As it originated in ancient Greece, the histor was not 
a specifically literary persona; rather, it was the synthetic 
voice projected by a writer who wished to convince his audience 
of the historical veracity of his narration. Should we 
examine "literary" works that occur early in the temporal 
progression of modes, we should find few, if any, distinctions 
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between what is literary (fictive in the broad sense) and 
what is true ("historical"). One of the most basic elements 
of myth, the presentation by an oracular persona, is 
essentially a claim to infallibility; what the mythic persona 
communicates is by its nature irrefutable. (In our scientific 
age, we may question certain facts: whether or not Athena 
sprang from the head of Zeus, whether or not Athena and Zeus 
had factual existence; but we cannot question the high priority 
which the myth assigns to wisdom.) Similarly, most works in 
the romantic mode are the stories of heroes whose actual 
existence and whose prodigious powers are attested to by a 
tradition of folklore and legend. (He may not have slain a 
monster named Grendel, but a Scandinavian warrior—by the name 
of Beowulf or something far more pedestrian—at some time must 
have impressed some Danish clans with his courage and martial 
skills.) The personae which relate such mythic and romantic 
works have as their major source of authority a body of 
traditional knowledge: as cultural spokesmen, they present 
legends and myths whose "truth" is already acknowledged at 
least tacitly by the societies which these personae address. 
The histor is the persona also developed by ancient 
Greek historians as a means of replacing the authority of 
tradition with a new kind of narrative authority. "The histor 
as narrator is not a recorder or recounter but an investigator. 
. . . Herodotus takes his authority not so much from his 
sources as from the critical spirit with which he means to 
approach those sources. . . . Thucydides is the perfect type 
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of the ancient histor, basing his authority on the accuracy 
2 
of conclusions he has drawn from evidence he has gathered." 
Earlier than either of these historians, the personae that 
transmit the Homeric epics effected a similar transfer of 
their source of authority by invoking a muse. The invocation 
to a muse is an appeal for inspiration, for an authority 
that need not derive from adherence to the truths of time-
honored tradition; once the Homeric invocation had become 
established as a literary convention, it came to denote a 
persona's claim to a special kind of authority. Both the 
ancient histor and the persona that invokes a muse supplement 
the authority of tradition in their narratives. As the ancient 
histor speaks with the authority of a critical intelligence, 
the "inspired bard" demands our assent to those aspects of 
its transmission which derive from a creative imagination. 
The historical sequence of modes and of "ascendant 
3 
genres" does not reach a point at which the qualities of 
ancient histor and invoking bard combine to produce a 
conventional literary persona until the eighteenth century. 
At this time, the novel established itself as a dominant liter-
ary form, drawing its distinguishing attributes from the 
earlier forms of the history and the epic. Fielding's title, 
The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling, and his description of 
the book—"a comic epic in prose"—are explicit references 
to the "genealogy" of this form of prose fiction. Such a 
literary form results from the transmission of a writer's 
aesthetic idea by a specialized persona that combines the 
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qualities of a low mimetic modulating persona with those of a 
specifying persona of the novel. This specifying persona is 
a refinement of the kind of authorial persona that determines 
prose fiction and is distinguished from the refinements that 
produce romance, anatomy, and confession by its primary 
interest in character and social environment. 
As low mimetic literature, the novel deals primarily 
with characters and incidents similar to persons and events 
in the real and ordinary world. An important function of a 
novelist's specialized persona is the achievement of 
verisimilitude in its transmission. In this respect, the 
persona is similar to the ancient histor: it must present a 
narrative whose internal logic is compatible with the plausi-
bility of events that a critical intelligence can discern in 
actual phenomena. Because the novel is a literary form—a 
"fiction," something made for its own sake—the persona that 
transmits it is similar to the "inspired bard." By the use 
of imagination, the specifying persona of a novel selects 
and manipulates verisimilar characters and incidents so that 
they form a meaningful, artistic whole. Finally, because 
the novel arises from a tradition in which literature is 
regarded as dulce et utile, the persona that transmits a novel 
must not only entertain its audience with a plausible and well-
wrought narrative but must also exercise its responsibility to 
inform its audience of the significance of certain thematically 
important incidents and of certain less-than-obvious motivations 
of characters. 
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Because of these various functions which the persona 
of a novel performs, it is useful to regard such a persona as 
a modern literary histor. As his narrative authority derives 
from artistic "inspiration," the histor is bound neither by 
the limited perceptions of a single character nor by the 
finitude of human locomotion: he can assume a narrative 
posture that is omniscient and ubiquitous. As the histor 
presents a low mimetic narrative, he uses his critical 
intelligence to select and treat characters and incidents so 
that they have an immediate relevance to the experience of his 
audience. Finally, as a "projection of the author's empirical 
virtues," the histor is a voice "of authority, who is entitled 
not only to present the facts as he has established them but 
to comment on them, . . . to generalize, [and] to tell the 
reader what to think. . . . It is his business to be present 
whenever and wherever he wants to be, and to guide the reader's 
4 
response to the events narrated." For the histor, narration 
is scarcely more important than commentary. 
I do not mean to imply that the literary histor is the 
only specialized persona capable of transmitting an aesthetic 
idea as a novel. The other conventional persona that performs 
this function is the "eye-witness": a persona which achieves 
verisimilitude by narrating incidents from the point of view 
of one who is watching (or has watched) them take place. 
Because such influential novelists as Defoe, Sterne, and 
Richardson have used the eye-witness persona to specify their 
works (Defoe's and Sterne's personae generally tell us what 
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they observe; Richardson's generally present us with an 
epistolary record of their observations), it would be a 
grave oversight indeed not to mention the eye-witness personae 
that specify novels. Because Moby-Dick as an eye-witness 
narrative is not a novel, however, this passing mention will 
have to suffice. The histor is the persona that accounts for 
those elements of the novel which are present in Melville's 
book. 
From this discussion it should be apparent that the 
literary histor is a conventional persona; it is a combination 
of those attitudes which modulate and specify literary works 
as novels. These conventional attitudes, projected onto his 
specialized persona, are the means a writer uses to relate 
his aesthetic idea to his audience's implicit expectations 
about literary artworks. The idiosyncratic attitudes also 
projected onto the specialized persona are the means a writer 
uses to communicate his aesthetic idea as an individual, internal 
experience and, because these attitudes are intimately related 
to what is individual about the writer, they are sources of 
revelation about the writer's non-literary personality. 
Because the omniscient, third-person narrator that Melville 
projects as a specialized persona of Moby-Dick is a synthesis 
of conventional and idiosyncratic attitudes, we cannot expect 
it to be characterized only by the voice of the literary histor. 
The voice of the histor, nevertheless, can frequently be 
identified. 
In the midst of his description of Ahab's nocturnal 
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study of his charts (Ch. 44), Melville's omniscient narrator 
pauses to make less incredible Ahab's "monomaniac thought" 
of tracking Moby Dick through the featureless sea. "Now, to 
any one not fully acquainted with the ways of the leviathans, 
it might seem an absurdly hopeless task thus to seek out one 
solitary creature in the unhooped oceans of this planet." 
Although this narrator later in the chapter does reveal Ahab's 
private thoughts, the authority he uses to explain how whales 
may be located is not the authority of omniscience in the 
usual sense. The narrator can tell us about the uses of 
charts and previous sightings, not because he is privileged 
to know what Ahab and the other characters think and do, but 
because the narrator himself is "fully acquainted" with whales 
and their habits. Melville's narrator here displays the 
authority of a histor by supporting the rationale of Ahab's 
hunting plans with his own knowledge, and by affirming his own 
authority with a reference to Lieutenant Maury's "official 
circular." By so interrupting the sequential order of his 
narrative, this narrator clearly is guiding our response to 
his story. 
As it is the histor's "business to be present whenever 
and wherever he wants to be," Melville the author evidently 
feels no compunction about allowing his omniscient narrator 
to relate incidents that could be—from the point of view of 
narrative consistency, should be—presented by one of the 
voices of Ishmael. "The First Lowering" (Ch. 48) is, because 
of its subject matter and its conclusion, apparently part 
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of Young Ishmael's narrative: it is an exciting account of 
the first attempt by the Pequod's crew to pursue their quarry 
in whaleboats. In the first third of the chapter, however, 
we can detect the narrative presence of Elder Ishmael. It 
is his voice that directs our attention to the appearance of 
Fedallah and to the unorthodox procedure of a captain taking 
to a boat after a whale; and it is his voice, suggesting 
future development of the relation between Ahab and his 
phantom harpooneer, that teases us with intimations of 
Fedallah's role in Ahab's developing tragedy. Once the presence 
of Fedallah is accounted for, the narrative could have been 
presented by Young Ishmael: the physical adventure of the 
chase, the various mates' characteristic demeanors in their 
whaleboats, the experience of the sudden squall, and the long 
night of waiting to be found by the ship are all of obvious 
interest to a neophyte. In spite of these reasons for a 
narrative by Young Ishmael, at least half of "The First 
Lowering" is presented by Melville's omniscient narrator. 
Ishmael could not have heard Flask's conversation with 
Archy, nor Stubb's peculiar exordium to his crew; at least, he 
could not have heard them as the narrative presents them. Had 
Ishmael stated "While the boats still clustered uneasily about 
the ship, I heard Flask, not thirty feet away, address his 
crew," or made some similar explanatory introduction, we could 
reasonably assume that all the speeches recorded in the chapter 
were made while Starbuck's boat was still within earshot of 
the others. As the narrative stands, we do not even learn that 
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Ishmael is pulling an oar in Starbuck's boat until the chase 
is nearly over; when we do learn of Ishmael's physical 
location, the change in narrative voice that accompanies the 
information is at least somewhat distracting. Before Young 
Ishmael takes it up with "Our sail was not set," the narrative 
of the first lowering is presented by the omniscient narrator. 
This narrator's voice is the voice of a histor on at 
least two distinct occasions. When each of the whaleboats is 
pursuing "that one spot of troubled water and air" which 
betrays the presence of whales, the speech of each headsman 
to his crew is presented. Starbuck whispers, Flask roars, 
Stubb drawls, but "what it was that inscrutable Ahab said to 
that tiger-yellow crew of his—these were words best omitted 
here; for you live under the blessed light of the evangelical 
land." The narrator here explicitly refuses to relate the 
speech of one of the headsmen, not because Ahab is "inscrutable" 
to him, but because Ahab's words are too terrible to repeat. 
In this instance the voice of the histor is apparent and 
reveals a narrative authority whose decision to omit one part 
of the story is based on the probable response (evidently 
undesired) to that one part by his audience of readers. 
The other occasion on which we can detect the voice 
of a histor immediately follows the presentation of Stubb's 
first exordium. The omniscient narrator speaks of Stubb: 
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and therein consisted his chief peculiarity. He would 
say the most terrific things to his crew, in a tone so 
strangely compounded of fun and fury, and the fury 
seemed so calculated merely as a spice to the fun, that 
no oarsman could hear such queer invocations without 
pulling for dear life, and yet pulling for the mere 
joke of the thing. Besides he all the time looked so 
easy and indolent himself, so loungingly managed his 
steering-oar, and so broadly gaped—open-mouthed at 
times—that the mere sight of such a yawning commander, 
by sheer force of contrast, acted like a charm upon the 
crew. Then again, Stubb was one of those odd sort 
of humorists, whose jollity is sometimes so curiously 
ambiguous, as to put all inferiors on their guard in 
the matter of obeying them. 
This passage is basically commentary on Stubb's peculiarity, 
but its last sentence reveals that it is commentary on more 
than just the activities narrated in Moby-Dick. With the 
emphasis on the "odd sort of humorists" and the "matter of 
obeying them," Melville's narrator draws our attention to the 
possibility that he is also describing metaphorically the 
methodology of the histor. The omniscient narration in Moby-
Dick, like Stubb's addresses to his crew, is presented "in a 
tone so strangely compounded of fun and fury" that few readers 
can be exposed to it without being aware, simultaneously, of 
its profound significance and its eminently entertaining 
qualities. Melville's histor-narrator (and by extension, 
perhaps, Melville himself in his authorial role) "all the time 
look[s] so easy and indolent" as he transmits his work of art, 
for it seems that he cares little for consistency in narration 
or those other things with which a serious author should be 
concerned. The passage is unequivocally about Stubb, but it 
also contains the histor's veiled admonition, directed at his 
readers, to be "on their guard" when responding to his peculiar 
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kind of narration. 
The voice of the histor continues to narrate and provide 
commentary throughout Moby-Dick, whenever the voices of Ishmael 
are incapable of transmitting the necessary narrative and 
whenever some advice to the readers of the story needs to be 
presented. The histor's voice is apparent at the conclusions 
of many chapters (Ch. 52, 55, 65, 68, 76, & 81 contain obvious 
examples); in Chapter 104 the histor reflects upon his 
intention to "produce a mighty book." With the quickening of 
the narrative pace that occurs when the Pequod reaches the 
Pacific and pursues the White Whale with ever-increasing 
urgency, the particular functions of the histor are superseded 
by the more active interests of other aspects of Melville's 
omniscient narrator. Since the voice of the histor is only 
one of the attributes of this third-person persona, we may now 
incorporate our observations about the histor into an analysis 
of Melville's omniscient narrator. 
2. Melville's Omniscient Persona 
In order to satisfy "his desire to include everything, 
5 
[and] not to leave anything important out," Melville projected 
a specialized persona whose qualities of omniscience and 
ubiquity permit it to speak with authority about those things 
which neither Ishmael can plausibly know. We can recognize 
the narrative presence of this persona in the many passages 
in Moby-Dick which are related by a voice that speaks in the 
third person. Throughout the story, this omniscient persona 
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supplements the narration which both Ishmaels provide; so 
obvious are its supplementary functions—when we first notice 
them, at least—that the omniscient narrator appears initially 
to be little more than an amplification of the voices of 
Ishmael. 
As Elder Ishmael's basic function is to provide the 
narration that develops the tragic plot of Ahab's quest for 
the White Whale, the omniscient narrator's function is to 
enrich this plot with the kind of detailed narration that is 
beyond the capabilities of a participant narrator. The 
omniscient narrator makes his first sustained contribution to 
Moby-Dick in Chapter 34. As a description of the dining-room 
habits of Ahab, his officers, and the harpooneers, this chapter 
forms part of the book's introduction; as such, it is a 
"supplement" to the narrative of Young Ishmael. That it is a 
supplement provided by another persona, and not merely an 
instance of Ishmael speaking inconsistently in the third 
person (as White Jacket sometimes does), is evident from the 
wealth of detail that the chapter incorporates. The dining 
of the officers is presented as if it were some solemn ritual: 
"when reaching out his knife and fork, between which the 
slice of beef was locked, Ahab thereby motioned Starbuck's 
plate towards him, the mate received his meat as though 
receiving alms; and cut it tenderly; and a little started if, 
perchance, the knife grazed against the plate; and chewed it 
noiselessly; and swallowed it, not without circumspection." 
The rubrics of this ritual would be unknown to one who ate 
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his meals in the forecastle; likewise, only an omniscient 
narrator could observe that, although Flask would never dare 
to help himself to a choicer morsel than was on his plate, 
"Ahab never forbade him." 
The description of the harpooneers' dinner is another 
result of omniscience. If Dough-Boy was not quick enough 
with his service, "then Tashtego had an ungentlemanly way of 
accelerating him by darting a fork at his back, harpoonwise. 
And once Daggoo, seized with a sudden humor, assisted Dough-
Boy's memory by snatching him up bodily, and thrusting his head 
into a great empty wooden trencher, while Tashtego, knife in 
hand, began laying out the circle preliminary to scalping 
him." Ishmael may have learned about these incidents from 
Queequeg, who participated in them. Nevertheless, only an 
omniscient narrator has the authority to say "It was a sight 
to see Queequeg seated over against Tashtego, opposing his 
filed teeth to the Indian's"; and only an omniscient narrator 
could observe "the simple-witted Steward all but [shattering] 
the crockery hanging round him in the pantry, by his sudden 
fits of the palsy." 
This supplementary kind of omniscient narration becomes 
more significant when it is used to enrich the narrative of 
Elder Ishmael. After his voice joins that of Young Ishmael, 
in Chapter 41, to tell something of the meaning Moby Dick held 
for Ahab, Elder Ishmael concentrates on developing the conflict 
between the captain and the whale. In Chapter 44, Elder Ishmael 
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is assisted by the narration and commentary of the omniscient 
narrator, who describes Ahab's preoccupation with his charts, 
explains the possibility of locating a creature in the midst 
of the ocean, and thus makes somewhat plausible Ahab's thought 
that "every possibility [is] the next thing to a certainty." 
In this same chapter, the omniscient narrator makes plain the 
intensity of Ahab's desire for the whale in a way that Elder 
Ishmael cannot: the omniscient narrator can—and does—reveal 
Ahab's private ruminations. "And have I not tallied the whale, 
Ahab would mutter to himself, as after poring over his charts 
till long after midnight he would throw himself back in 
reveries—tallied him, and shall he escape?" 
Chapter 46 is transmitted in its entirety by the 
omniscient narrator; a summary of the development of Ahab's 
social strategy, it is crucial to our understanding of the 
future actions of Ahab which have only indirect bearing on 
his passionate quest for Moby Dick. In this summary, the 
omniscient narrator discloses his knowledge of Ahab's private 
motivations; he tells us that Ahab knew that "the chief mate, 
in his soul, abhorred his captain's quest, and could he, 
would joyfully disintegrate himself from it, or even frustrate 
it," and that Ahab realized "that the full terror of the voyage 
must be kept withdrawn into the obscure background" so that, 
instead of reflecting on the insanity of their captain's 
purpose, "his officers and men [would] have some nearer things 
to think of than Moby Dick." The narrator sees behind Ahab's 
resolution to hunt for whales other than Moby Dick two devious 
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motives: first, Ahab knew that he could not for long deprive 
his crew of the hope of money to be gained by the capture of 
many whales; and second, Ahab feared that his open use of 
the Pequod's voyage to capture only Moby Dick would elicit an 
"unanswerable charge of usurpation" from his men, especially 
from the suspicious and righteous Starbuck. By disclosing 
Ahab's motives, the omniscient narrator makes it possible 
for the two major narrative strands in Moby-Dick—Ishmael's 
account of various whaling adventures and the development of 
Ahab's tragedy—not only to coexist but to complement each 
other. 
By thus mediating the narrative interests of the two 
Ishmaels, and by supplementing the narration of Elder Ishmael 
with privileged information about Ahab, the omniscient narrator 
contributes significantly to Moby-Dick. Examining its 
contribution further, we can observe that the omniscient 
narrator's functions extend beyond the amplification of the 
participant narration in the artwork. Its presentation by 
the omniscient narrator causes the plot of Ahab and the whale 
to exist in a form other than a high mimetic romance: the 
omniscient narrator is in many respects the specifying persona 
of a novel. 
Because of Elder Ishmael's unseverable connection 
with the character who is a common sailor, his perspective on 
Ahab's tragedy is limited. As a participant narrator—even 
one who can assess what he experienced in the light of his 
future maturation—Elder Ishmael is limited to a discussion 
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of the observable actions of Ahab and to little more than 
educated guesses about his motivations. Moreover, because 
"socially, Ahab was inaccessible" (Ch. 34), no participant 
narrator, whatever his status as seaman or officer, can 
present with authority anything but approximations of the 
thoughts and feelings of the captain. As a result of this 
inaccessibility and the social gulf between them, Ahab is 
for the Elder Ishmael a high mimetic character: at least 
from Ishmael's perspective, Ahab exercises powers greater than 
those of the other characters (his "magnetic ascendency" over 
Starbuck is one example). For the same reasons, but basically 
because of his limitations as a participant narrator, Elder 
Ishmael regards Ahab as a character whose significance is 
greater than his complexity: a character who expands into 
a "psychological archetype" of romance. 
The omniscient narrator, however, experiences no such 
limits to his powers of observation. He is able to follow 
Ahab into the privacy of his cabin and across the waves into 
his whaleboat in order to record the actions, speeches, 
and even thoughts of Ahab which remain inaccessible to the 
character Ishmael. By virtue of his initial function of 
amplifying Elder Ishmael's narration, the omniscient narrator 
has an interest in the various qualities of Ahab (and of other 
characters) which provide the motivation for incidents of a 
tragic plot. As he is able to reveal these qualities and to 
discuss them in detail, the omniscient narrator exhibits 
characteristics of the personae which usually transmit novels. 
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One of these characteristics is the modulation of a basically 
low mimetic narrative. 
In Chapter 52, we can detect one instance of a low 
mimetic treatment of Ahab. When the Pequod and the Goney 
pass by each other, the schools of small fish that had been 
swimming next to the Pequod take new positions along the 
Goney's flanks, and Ahab addresses the tiny harmless fish. 
"'Swim away from me, do ye?' murmured Ahab, gazing over into 
the water. There seemed but little in the words, but the 
tone conveyed more of deep helpless sadness than the insane 
old man had ever before evinced." Here, the omniscient 
narrator (it cannot have been Ishmael, who is at the time 
stationed at a "lofty perch at the fore-mast-head") presents 
Ahab as a character subject to quite ordinary feelings of 
melancholy. After chapters devoted at length to the details 
of various captures, cutting in, and trying out, as well as 
to much cetological information, Ahab is described as being 
"abjectly reduced to a clumsy landsman again" (Ch. 100). In 
this particular instance, Ahab's ivory leg is not so much a 
badge of his strange and transforming experience as it is an 
indication that he, like other men, must find it difficult to 
climb the heaving sides of a ship at sea. 
In Chapter 109, Ahab's "magnetic ascendency" over 
Starbuck is shown to be not so great that the captain can 
ignore the suggestion of his first mate. Ahab's spontaneous 
response to Starbuck is overbearing: "Starbuck! I'll not 
have the Burtons hoisted. . . . Let the owners stand on 
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Nantucket beach and outyell the Typhoons. What cares Ahab?" 
After threatening the mate with his loaded musket and 
ordering him from the cabin, Ahab nevertheless acquiesces; he 
goes up to the deck and gives the order Starbuck sought: 
"up Burtons, and break out in the main-hold." The other side 
of Ahab's usual self-containment is revealed in Chapter 117 
when, alone in his whaleboat except for Fedallah (the crew 
is asleep), Ahab seeks the comfort of his only confidant. 
When the Parsee reassures Ahab with another prophecy—"Hemp 
only can kill thee"—we see Ahab not with iron-willed 
confidence but with the hysterical credulity of one who, 
still fearful, clings to the questionable comfort of super-
stition. 
Ahab's sympathy for Pip (Ch. 125) is another evidence 
of his humanity. It is in "The Symphony" (Ch. 132) , however, 
that the omniscient narrator presents Ahab in a way that 
most strongly suggests that the captain, beneath his monomania, 
is an ordinary man. The narrator permits Ahab, under the 
benign influence of "a clear steel-blue day," to relate to 
Starbuck his impressions after forty years of life at sea. 
Starbuck, and we, get a rare glimpse of Ahab as "a boy-
harpooneer of eighteen"; from Ahab's speech, we can understand 
how some, at least, of his peculiar attributes must have been 
results of "forty years of privation, and peril, and storm-
time." In spite of the long duration of these dehumanizing 
influences, Ahab can still feel affection for his "young girl-
wife," and a sadness at having left her "whole oceans away" 
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from him. Indeed, he weeps; understandably reticent about 
his sudden disclosures, though, he offers to Starbuck the 
transparent excuse of his ash-grey hair: "it blinds me, 
that I seem to weep." Nevertheless, he opens his heart 
to Starbuck, and thereby reveals some ambivalence about what 
had seemed all along a monomaniacal pursuit: 
"Close! stand close to me, Starbuck; let me look into 
a human eye; it is better than to gaze into sea or sky; 
better than to gaze upon God. By the green land; by 
the bright hearth-stone! this is the magic glass, man; 
I see my wife and my child in thine eye. No, no; stay 
on board, on board!—lower not when I do; when branded 
Ahab gives chase to Moby Dick. That hazard shall not 
be thine. No, no! not with the far away home I see in 
that eye!" 
Although Starbuck's reply is influenced by his desperate 
intention to turn the Pequod from her suicidal course, at 
least part of it is a sincere response to Ahab's exhibition 
of humanity. When Ahab responds to Starbuck, his tone is less 
hysterical, more ordinary, than before; he recalls his wife 
and son: 
"I have seen them—some summer days in the morning. 
About this time—yes, it is his noon nap now—the 
boy vivaciously wakes? sits up in bed; and his 
mother tells him of me, of cannibal old me; how I 
am abroad upon the deep, but will yet come back to 
dance him again." 
In these last words there is a hint of irony of which 
Ahab is certainly aware, for the omniscient narrator next 
describes him ("like a blighted fruit tree he shook, and cast 
his last, cindered apple to the soil") in a way that makes 
it clear that this incident will be the last exhibition of 
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Ahab's ordinary humanity. Though he protests against the 
"nameless, inscrutable, unearthly thing" that forces him 
"against all natural lovings and longings . . . to do what 
in [his] own proper, natural heart, [he] durst not so much 
as dare," Ahab becomes again the monomaniac, rushing not so 
blindly along a course that leads only to his doom. 
Although these examples confirm the low mimetic 
modulating function of the omniscient narrator, it would be 
inaccurate to suggest that the omniscient narrator's only 
modulating function is to transmit a low mimetic narrative. 
The persona and Moby-Dick are too complex to be confined by 
such a facile generalization. It is accurate to regard 
certain aspects of the omniscient narrator as the source of 
what is low mimetic about the narrative treatment of Ahab. 
In this limited sense, we can regard some attributes of 
Melville's omniscient narrator as the modulating persona 
of low mimesis, and then proceed with an examination of 
the complementary attitudes that specify the narration as a 
novel. 
One of the "definitive attributes" of the specifying 
persona of a novel is a serious interest in character. By 
virtue of the liberties permitted a histor, the omniscient 
narrator is free to draw upon almost any source of information 
that will assist him to develop his characters. Since he is 
the protagonist of the tragic "novel," Ahab is the character 
to whom the narrator devotes most of his attention. As a 
result of this attention Ahab, at least, becomes a character 
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of some considerable "roundness" or complexity. 
Ishmael presents Ahab as a monomaniac, absorbed 
almost entirely by his "quenchless feud." His subsequent 
interest in the captain derives partly from Ahab's peculiar 
behavior and partly from Ishmael's natural curiosity to 
learn what it is about Ahab that evokes such a "wild, mystical, 
sympathetical feeling" (Ch. 41). The omniscient narrator sees 
Ahab from a broader point of view. In Chapter 46 he notes 
that, "though he seemed ready to sacrifice all mortal interests 
to that one passion," Ahab is the victim—or the manipulator— 
of a "subtle insanity" that manifested itself in a "superlative 
sense and shrewdness." Here the narrator reveals that Ahab's 
earlier welding of the crew to his one single purpose was 
perhaps, even in Ahab's estimation, a premature act, and 
that "Ahab was now entirely conscious" of the possible 
consequences of that act as threats to his continued command. 
In this instance the narrator implies that he is well acquainted 
with Ahab's motivations and, in fact, finds them too complex 
to be described at length: 
For all these reasons then, and others perhaps too 
analytic to be verbally developed here, Ahab plainly 
saw that he must still in a good degree continue true 
to the natural, nominal purpose of the Pequod's 
voyage; observe all customary usages; and not only 
that, but force himself to evince all his well known 
passionate interests in the general pursuit of his 
profession. 
To the omniscient narrator Ahab may be a monomaniac, but he 
is one with subtle and cunning motivations. 
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Earlier, during Ishmael*s conversation with Captain 
Peleg, we learned that "stricken, blasted, if he be, Ahab 
has his humanities" (Ch. 16). This suggestion of an ordinary 
side of Ahab's character is more fully developed by the 
omniscient narrator. In the passages I discussed as evidence 
of the narrator's function of low mimetic modulation, 
particularly those which describe Ahab's fondness for Pip 
and his intimacy with Starbuck, we can see how the omniscient 
narrator at times views Ahab less as a madman than as a 
character made sad and lonely by the "slavery of solitary 
command" (Ch. 132) . 
Ahab is nevertheless predominantly a monomaniac; he 
is ruled by his irrational need to revenge himself on Moby 
Dick. In presenting this side of Ahab's character—in 
providing a concrete psychology of a peculiar form of 
insanity—the omniscient narrator most evidently performs 
his function of making credible the complexity of Ahab's 
demented character. In "The Symphony" Ahab admits that he 
has been "a forty years' fool"; obviously he is not 
repudiating only the insane thirst for vengeance that has 
motivated him since first he lost his leg, but also the long 
years that he has spent, "more a demon than a man," hunting 
whales in all the oceans of the world. By means of this 
transmission, the omniscient narrator confirms our suspicions 
that Ahab, even before his first encounter with Moby Dick, 
was more than just a conscientious whaleman. Peleg suggests 
something of this nature when he tells Ishmael that Ahab has 
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"fixed his fiery lance in mightier, stranger foes than 
whales" (Ch. 16); during the course of the Pequod's voyage, 
Ishmael seems to have learned of some additional details of 
Ahab's past practice, for he recounts the fearsome incident 
in which Ahab lost his leg: 
His three boats stove around him, and oars and men 
both whirling in the eddies; one captain, seizing 
the life-knife from his broken prow, had dashed at the 
whale, as an Arkansas duellist at his foe, blindly 
seeking with a six inch blade to reach the fathom-
deep life of the whale. That captain was Ahab. And 
then it was, that suddenly sweeping his sickle-shaped 
lower jaw beneath him, Moby Dick had reaped away Ahab's 
leg, as a mower a blade of grass in the field. (Ch. 41) 
Before the White Whale crippled him, Ahab had been a passionate, 
impulsive man; indeed, this account of his dismemberment 
argues that the loss of his leg was a consequence, not a cause, 
of Ahab's characteristic fury. 
These last two instances of Ahab's characterization 
are provided by the voices of Ishmael. They are obviously 
expressions of how Melville the author envisioned Ahab; since 
further characterization of Ahab by Ishmael tends to lack 
authority, Melville evidently bestowed the task on another 
specialized persona, the omniscient narrator. When Ahab is 
alone on deck after Stubb's whale has been decapitated, and 
the crew has gone below for dinner, the omniscient narrator 
records Ahab's meditation on the sperm whale's head (Ch. 70). 
Thus revealed, Ahab's state of mind is morbid, but philosophical 
and almost susceptible to conversion. Ahab muses on the terrors 
which the whale has seen—the "locked lovers" leaping from 
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their flaming ship only to perish, the "murdered mate" tossed 
overboard by pirates, the lightning bolts that destroy the 
ship of a righteous man but spare the craft of the less 
virtuous—and wonders at the speechlessness of so venerable 
a witness. When the lookout's cry indicates the approach of 
another ship, Ahab is temporarily relieved of his melancholy: 
"That lively cry upon this deadly calm might almost convert 
a better man." Just as suddenly, however, he resumes his 
musings—rather, concludes them—with an expression of Transcen-
dentalist philosophy: "0 Nature, and 0 soul of man! how far 
beyond all utterance are your linked analogies!" As he is 
here portrayed, Ahab is mad, but his madness has a philosophical 
depth. 
The omniscient narrator expands on Ahab's conception of 
these "linked analogies" when the Pequod, passing through the 
straits of Sunda, pursues a pod of whales and is in turn 
pursued by pirates. When Ahab 
glanced upon the green walls of the watery defile in 
which the ship was then sailing, and bethought him 
that through that gate lay the route to his vengeance, 
and beheld, how that through that same gate he was now 
both chasing and being chased to his deadly end; and 
not only that, but a herd of remorseless wild pirates 
and inhuman atheistical devils were infernally cheering 
him on with their curses;—when all those conceits had 
passed through his brain, Ahab's brow was left gaunt 
and ribbed. (Ch. 87) 
Ahab is aware of his unique position of pursuer and pursued, 
here with respect to a pod of whales and a ship of pirates; 
he is aware, too, of the correspondence between his physical 
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position and his psychological condition. Fiercely pursuing 
Moby Dick and just as fiercely being pursued by the Furies 
in his soul, Ahab is "like the black sand beach after some 
stormy tide has been gnawing it, without being able to drag 
the firm thing from its place." However demented he may be, 
the narrator suggests, Ahab still commands the use of his 
globular brain; that "firm thing" cannot be taken from him, 
though his monomania chars other aspects of his personality. 
Ahab's strong mentality and power of philosophical 
reflection are further developed by the narrator's presentation 
of "The Doubloon" (Ch. 99). As Ahab pauses before the "white 
whale's talisman," the narrator—as if to confirm his charac-
terization of Ahab as a madman—first presents the captain as a 
megalomaniac; to every symbol on the coin whicn he is studying, 
Ahab responds "that is Ahab." As his study of the doubloon 
continues, Ahab's philosophical bent is revealed again, and 
the narrator portrays him as a kind of Stoic: "So be it, then. 
Born in throes, 'tis fit that man should live in pains and 
die in pangs! So be it, then! Here's stout stuff for woe to 
work on. So be it, then." By presenting us with Ahab's 
affirmation of a fatalistic Stoicism, the omniscient narrator 
makes credible Ahab's resolution to continue his quest for 
the whale. We know, from his exercise of his intellectual 
faculties, that Ahab is aware of the dangers of his mission; 
from the development of the philosophical side of his 
character, we know that Ahab sees in many ordinary things 
portentous analogies of the terrible course he is following. 
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By presenting Ahab's philosophy as fatalistic, the narrator 
allows his protagonist to see clearly and still to rationalize 
as inevitable the consequences of his pursuit. 
Through the agency of the omniscient narrator, we are 
permitted further insights into the complexity of Ahab's 
character in other situations. We learn of Ahab's knowledge 
of St. Paul's conversion (Ch. 70) and of Ahab's fleeting wish 
to be turned from his course by some act of providence; we 
learn of Ahab's past practice of Persian fire worship (Ch. 119), 
the "sacramental act" which caused his livid scar. We are 
apprised of Ahab's remarkable navigational abilities when he 
abandons the quadrant as a "vain toy" (Ch. 118) , and turns to 
the compass and the log and line for knowledge of his "place on 
the sea." Ahab's knowledge of electricity is made apparent 
when he grounds the ship's lightning rods in the Parsee (Ch. 119) 
and extinguishes the "flame" on the end of his harpoon. When 
he improvises a new needle for the ship's compass (Ch. 124) we 
become aware not only of his fondness for histrionics but of 
his knowledge of magnetism as well. By virtue of these 
revelations about Ahab, the omniscient narrator displays his 
serious interest in the development of character, and exhibits 
his function as the specifying persona of a novel. 
Another aspect of this specifying function is the 
narrator's commitment to a realistic treatment of the setting 
of Moby-Dick. Since the stable society of the traditional 
novelist is denied Melville's narrator, its replacement—the 
microcosmic "society" aboard the Pequod—is presented in 
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almost overwhelming detail. The omniscient narrator's 
enthusiasm for verisimilar detail sometimes gets him into 
trouble, as when he has the helmsman handle his spokes in 
Chapters 61 and 118, only to be transformed into "the man at 
the Pequod's jaw-bone tiller" in Chapter 123. Such an 
inconsistency is in one sense inexcusable since it is the 
result of careless oversight; in another sense, however, we 
can condone it as a consequence of the narrator's attempt to 
achieve a concrete presentation of what Mary McCarthy calls 
"the fact m fiction."6 
Since the introductory chapters of Moby-Dick are trans-
mitted predominantly by Young Ishmael, their quality of 
participant narration helps to produce the "factualism" that 
Ms. McCarthy regards as a necessary constituent of a novel. 
This "factualism" extends beyond the eye-witness narrative 
into the detailed treatment of shipboard life that the 
omniscient narrator provides. The descriptions of setting 
are almost too numerous to mention; no fewer than sixteen of 
the chapters transmitted by the omniscient narrator begin with 
a reference to the temporal, geographical, or meteorological 
7 
environment of the Pequod. Even in a chapter so concerned 
with active incident as Chapter 119, the omniscient narrator 
interrupts his presentation of "scene" with a brief "summary" 
of the nature and uses of a ship's lightning rods. 
Insofar as his narration is concerned with the develop-
ment of character and the realistic presentation of setting, 
the omniscient narrator exhibits the "definitive attitudes" of 
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the specifying persona of a novel. Because Ahab is not merely 
a stereotypical madman but a rather complex literary character, 
and because the omniscient narrator describes the physical 
aspects of the story in such accurate detail, the third-person 
narration may be (as the entire book frequently has been) 
considered as belonging to the same special generic form as 
a novel. Just as the narration is not consistently low mimetic 
in mode, the omniscient narrator's transmission is not entirely 
"novelistic" in genre; one reason for this is the supplementary 
function of the omniscient narrator. Initially, as I have 
noted, this narrator amplifies the voices of Ishmael (which 
specify romance); once this narrator becomes in his own right 
a major source of Moby-Dick, he still injects into his "novel" 
sufficient romantic attitudes to support the credibility of 
the continuing narrative presence of Ishmael. Another reason 
that we cannot regard the third-person narration as a proper 
novel is its incompleteness. Just as the omniscient narrator 
supplements the voices of Ishmael, so does he depend on them; 
the narrator's transmission is no more an independent novel 
than either Ishmael's is a complete romance. Melville's 
narrative personae are too interdependent for us to be able 
to analyze Moby-Dick into several self-sufficient generic 
sections. 
Once we recognize in Melville's omniscient persona the 
attitudes which usually specify works of literature as novels, 
we can nevertheless make use of our critical acquaintance with 
novels to illuminate certain aspects of Moby-Dick. After 
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noting the development of Ahab's character by the omniscient 
narrator, we can dismiss outright any rigidly allegorical 
interpretations of the story. To say, as William Gleim does, 
that "Captain Ahab had an artificial leg, which was made of 
whale ivory, and, that being an emblem of the Whale, it 
p 
signifies that the Will is limited by Fate," is to reduce 
Ahab to a one-dimensional personification, and to ignore the 
complexity with which he, as a literary character, is invested. 
The allegorical interpretation may be fruitfully suggestive, 
but it by no means defines Ahab as a "novelistic" character. 
Similarly, our recognition of the novelist-persona's 
proper concern with the "factualism" of its narrative helps 
us to understand the function of much of the "irrelevant" 
description devoted to whales and whaling. Inasmuch as this 
description is the result of the omniscient narrator's agency 
(a good part of it is the transmission of yet another of 
Melville's specialized personae), it is related to the narrator's 
identification with the literary histor; in order for us to 
understand properly what the whaling voyage is all about, the 
narrator as histor avails himself of his privilege to comment 
extensively. 
Moreover, since the literary histor is partly a 
derivative of the inspired bard, we may regard some of the 
factual description as similar to those epic digressions which 
intensify the suspense in the narrative by delaying the next 
truly relevant episode of the plot. Such a digressive episode 
"that will increase suspense by retarding the action must be so 
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constructed that it will not fill the present entirely, will 
not put the crisis, whose resolution is being awaited, entirely 
out of the reader's mind, and thereby destroy the mood of 
suspense; the crisis and the suspense must continue, must 
9 
remain vibrant in the background." When readers yawn and 
wonder impatiently "when will he get on with the story?!" (the 
common responses to the digressions in Chapters 85, 86, 88, 89, 
90, 92 and elsewhere), we cannot hope to suggest that the 
narrator's temporary preoccupation with Fast-Fish and ambergris 
"fill the present entirely." Such digressions only distract 
us from our compelling interest m Ahab's search for the White 
Whale; indeed, because these digressions concern themselves 
with whale-lore, they help to develop the "character" of Ahab's 
antagonist and to remind us, with dull insistence, that the 
object of the quest is a whale called Moby Dick. 
The omniscient narrator's affinity for the special 
form of the novel also makes it possible for us to reconsider 
the "tragic" elements in Ahab's story. Moby-Dick has frequently 
been described as a tragedy or a tragic work, and early in 
the story Ahab is referred to as "a mighty pageant creature, 
formed for noble tragedies" (Ch. 16). Since the omniscient 
narrator is the prose-fiction voice that most fully develops 
the character of Ahab (and thus can give Ahab the complexity 
necessary to a tragic protagonist), we look primarily to the 
third-person narration for evidence that Moby-Dick is or is 
not properly tragic. As soon as we examine the transmission 
of the omniscient narrator with this intention, we become 
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aware of complications. 
If we use the term "tragic" primarily as a designation 
of plot, then we should expect to find a series of incidents 
in which the central character "becomes isolated from his 
11 
society." It is obvious that Ahab, by virtue of his mono-
maniacal intention to wreak vengeance on the whale that 
dismembered him, isolates himself from the values of society 
at large; as he pursues his prey with increasing fury, he 
puts aside the values of landsmen (who expect him merely to 
obtain a good supply of whale oil), of the Pequod's owners, 
and of his very professional chief mate. When we consider 
that the "society" in Moby-Dick is composed of the crew of 
the Pequod, however, it is difficult to state with authority 
that Ahab isolates himself from his fellow mariners. It is 
more accurate to say that he incorporates them into his 
demented vision. Ahab's men become his tools, and Ahab knows 
that "of all tools used in the shadow of the moon, men are 
most apt to get out of order" (Ch. 46). Thus Ahab carefully 
welds his crew to his own purpose, and elicits from the crew 
a "horrible oath" to bring death to Moby Dick. 
As the omniscient persona's narrative proceeds, more-
over, Ahab becomes, if anything, closer to his shipmates. 
Starbuck may have thought of murdering the captain in Chapter 
123, but soon afterwards he addresses Ahab as "noble soul! 
grand old heart, after all!" (Ch. 132). As a result of the 
intimacies they share in "The Symphony," Ahab excuses (actually, 
prohibits) Starbuck from taking part in the encounter with 
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Moby Dick; despite the dangers involved and Ahab's heightened 
frenzy, the other members of the crew exhibit no reluctance 
to do battle with the White Whale from their fragile boats. 
Presumably, Ahab and his men (with the exception of Starbuck) 
are united in a single prupose. It is difficult, then, on 
the basis of Ahab's isolation from the society on the Pequod, 
to regard the progress of Ahab's actions as a tragic plot. 
Only in the limited sense that Starbuck "represents" a larger 
society, and that the other ships encountered do not seek 
Moby Dick, do Ahab's actions isolate him from his fellow men. 
If we use the term "tragic" to designate a special 
form of literature, then we should expect Ahab, as a character 
"formed for noble tragedies," to meet Aristotle's criteria for 
the tragic protagonist. We should expect Ahab to be "a man 
not preeminently virtuous and just, whose misfortune, however, 
is brought upon him not by vice and depravity but by some 
error of judgement, . . . [a man] in the enjoyment of great 
12 reputation and prosperity." Although there is some 
indication of "vice" in Ahab—instances of his blasphemy are 
the primary examples—he is, as the omniscient narrator 
presents him, a typical tragic protagonist. If we wish to 
regard Ahab's story as a tragedy, its plot provides a serious 
obstacle, for in the "perfect Plot . . . the change in the 
hero's fortunes must be . . . from happiness to misery; and 
the cause of it must lie not in any depravity, but in some 
13 great error in his part." Ahab does commit a "great error": 
he projects the sources of all human misery onto Moby Dick 
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and then presumes to be able to kill the whale known for its 
enormous size, strength, and even intelligent malice. Ahab 
is the proper sort of character, and has the proper sort of 
flaw, for tragedy; it is highly questionable, however, whether 
or not his fortunes undergo the very necessary tragic change. 
We can regard Ahab's disclosures to Starbuck, in 
"The Symphony," as indicative of a tragic anagnorisis; when 
he regards himself as an "old fool," Ahab makes clear his 
awareness of his own condition—he recognizes his tragedy— 
but, determined by fate and his previous actions, he must 
follow the course of his destiny to its conclusion. We can 
read "The Symphony" m this way to support our suspicions that 
Ahab's story is a tragedy. If we read "The Symphony" more 
closely, however, we must recognize that Ahab is referring 
to the folly of forty years of his life: that his error in 
judgment is not to have sworn vengeance on Moby Dick but to 
have embarked, as an adolescent, on his first whaling voyage. 
In this sense, Ahab's story in Moby-Dick is not a tragedy but 
instead is one incident in a tragic plot of far greater duration. 
The omniscient narrator's development of the complexity of 
Ahab's madness then becomes quite incidental to the larger 
plot and, as it is concerned primarily with Ahab's monomaniacal 
fixation on one whale, leads us away from the central tragedy 
inherent in a life devoted to whaling. The disclosures in 
"The Symphony" may provide an anagnorisis, but they constitute 
the anagnorisis of a tragedy that lacks a beginning and a 
middle. 
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By presenting Ahab's revelations in "The Symphony," 
the omniscient narrator calls into question the whole matter 
of the tragic change "from happiness to misery." As Ahab 
condemns himself for being forty years a fool, we can see that 
those forty years of privation and peril do not constitute 
the properly happy state of an incipient tragic hero. When 
Ahab first attacked Moby Dick "with a six inch blade," 
before the whale had done him any extraordinary harm, Ahab 
possessed the same kind of fury that is only heightened by 
the loss of his leg: such fury is not very indicative of a 
condition of happiness. And, as his story rushes to its 
conclusion, the omniscient narrator does not let Ahab become 
miserable; rather, by relieving his early state of misery— 
for what is so miserable as a vengeful man not yet able to 
confront his adversary?—the narrator provides Ahab, in the 
opportunity to attack physically the hated whale, with a 
final, though short-lived, moment of triumph. As the 
omniscient narrator presents them, the tragic elements in Moby-
Dick do not cohere; although their cohesion is greater in the 
transmission of Melville's dramatic persona, Moby-Dick as a 
work of prose fiction is neither a tragedy nor a tragic novel. 
We can refer to Ahab's story as "tragic" only when we use the 
term loosely, as a general designation of incidents which 
proceed toward an inevitable, though unpleasant, conclusion. 
The final consequence of our recognition, in Melville's 
omniscient persona, of attitudes which usually specify works 
of literature as novels is our increased ability to deal with 
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those portions of Moby-Dick which, critics tell us, are the 
transmissions of Melville himself or of a voice called 
14 "Melville-Ishmael." By analyzing the functions of the 
omniscient narrator, we can see that many of the passages 
attributed to Melville—passages which intrude on the 
narrative with digressive commentary and description—are 
the results of the omniscient narrator's embodiment of the 
qualities of the literary histor; many of the passages 
attributed to "Melville-Ishmael"—narration or description 
of things about which Ishmael as character cannot have known— 
are the results of the supplementary functions of the 
omniscient narrator. As Walter Bezanson notes, "the 'Melville-
Ishmael' phrase, which one encounters in critical discussions, 
though presumably granting a distinction between autobiography 
and fiction, would seem to be only a more insistent confusion 
of the point at stake unless the phrase is defined to mean 
15 either Melville or Ishmael, not both." If we follow 
Bezanson's implied suggestion, we can see how the omniscient 
narrator, as one of Melville's specialized personae, embodies 
certain idiosyncratic attitudes of the writer Melville and 
also embodies more conventional narrative attitudes which we 
have come to identify (in the introductory chapters, at least) 
with the book's obvious narrator, Ishmael. When we consider 
also the fact that, if Melville speaks in Moby-Dick, he speaks 
only through the agency of his personae (for even an "authorial 
intrusion" is the result of the writer's projection of a 
fictional "self"), we must admit that the habit of identifying 
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the sources of Moby-Dick as "Melville" and "Melville-Ishmael" 
confuses more than it clarifies. 
The portions of Melville's artwork which have been 
attributed to these two voices are, nevertheless, problematical. 
We can recognize many—but not all—of the transmissions of 
"Melville" and "Melville-Ishmael" as the transmissions of the 
omniscient narrator as he performs his various functions. As 
the omniscient narrator is predominantly a specifying persona 
of "novelistic" prose fiction, its specifying functions do not 
account for those digressions which become non-fictional 
exposition. Some of the shorter digressions, and even the 
beginnings of longer ones which seem to grow out of the 
incidents of the "novel," we can attribute to the omniscient 
narrator's role as histor. In order to account for the presence 
of so much cetology m Moby-Dick, for so much "factualism" that 
the fiction is sometimes overshadowed by it, we must postulate 
Melville's use of another specialized persona. 
Like the dramatic persona that presents what there is 
of Ahab's story that is properly a tragedy, the persona that 
transmits much of the cetology in Moby-Dick is not refined from 
Melville's authorial, prose-fiction posture, nor from Melville's 
projection of an author of epos. The Cetologist, and the 
Dramatist, and several other minor voices, transmit Moby-Dick 
from those points where both Ishmaels and the omniscient 
narrator must leave off; they have in common only their quality 
of being non-narrative in orientation, and their general 
function of making credible the "character" for whom Melville's 
book is named. 
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V. THE ANTI-NARRATORS 
Young Ishmael, Elder Ishmael, and the omniscient 
narrator present the "story" of Moby-Dick. Individually and 
in combination, these personae transmit an account of a young 
man's first whaling voyage, an account of an older man's 
reminiscences of his experience of an insane but extraordinary 
captain's quest for vengeance upon a whale, and an account of 
the terrific struggle between a professional whaleman's 
"natural lovings and longings" and the monomaniacal fury that 
eventually consumes him. By projecting these personae and 
by transmitting through their agency three distinguishable 
but related stories, Melville produced a sometimes confusing 
but richly complex narration. Obviously dissatisfied with 
the capabilities of these narrative personae, "Melville 
deliberately undertook to intensify, to elevate the narration 
of his tale—to express the strangeness and the grandeur that 
were latent in it—by resorting, at one point or another, to 
traditional styles that had no association in anyone's mind 
with the Novel." Just as he seems to have cared little 
for consistency on the narrative level—having three personae 
do the usual job of one—Melville apparently felt that the 
complexity of his aesthetic idea justified—or at least made 
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necessary—his use of personae which conventionally determine 
drama and expository prose. 
From the point of view of those critics who value 
literary orthodoxy, Melville's use of three narrators to 
transmit one narrative is sufficiently heretical to damn 
Moby-Dick for being an attempt "as clumsy as it is ineffectual"; 
his use of non-narrative personae to inject into the book the 
immediacy of drama and the solid factualism of science elicited 
the opinion that Moby-Dick is "so much trash belonging to the 
2 
worst school of Bedlam literature." Just as the presence of 
three narrative personae raises questions about the particular 
mode and special generic form to which Moby-Dick belongs, the 
use of "anti-narrators"—voices whose orientation is not 
narrative, but whose attributes ultimately enhance the narrative 
quality of the artwork—calls into question the applicability 
of the most basic generic labels which have been affixed to 
Melville's book. 
As long as we regard Moby-Dick as the transmission of 
Ishmael, Elder Ishmael, and the omniscient narrator, we are 
concerned with a fictional narrative in prose; even when we 
make conscious note of Young Ishmael's attitudes that determine 
an epic, we are still dealing with a form of epos transmitted 
in a written medium. Our acquaintance with novels, romances, 
and (written) epics is sufficient preparation for our critical 
encounters with the narrative Moby-Dick. Before we have 
properly begun the narrative, however, we are exposed to the 
transmissions of two of Melville's "anti-narrators": the 
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"Etymology" is "supplied by a late consumptive usher to a 
grammar school," and the "Extracts" are the results of the 
apparent researches of a "sub-sub-librarian." The title of 
Chapter 29—"Enter Ahab; to him, Stubb"—is the first indication 
of Melville's use of a specifically dramatic persona. When we 
read in Chapter 32 that "at the outset it is but well to attend 
to a matter almost indispensable to a thorough appreciative 
understanding of the more special leviathanic revelations and 
allusions of all sorts which are to follow," we can detect in 
the profusion of syllables the presence of a persona whose 
function is to transmit basically non-fictional, scientific 
exposition. 
Etymology, extracts, drama, and expository prose: when 
we combine these transmissions with the narratives of Melville's 
other personae, we are likely to regard Moby-Dick as a "boggy, 
soggy, squitchy picture truly, enough to drive a nervous man 
distracted" (Ch. 3). Although the "anti-narrators" are 
evidence of Melville's "radical inability to master [the] 
3 
technique . . . of the novel," the presence of their trans-
missions in Moby-Dick is functional; by examining the results 
which these "anti-narrators" achieve, we can arrive at some 
understanding of how they make manifest "the strangeness and 
the grandeur" that are latent in the more ordinary transmissions 
of Melville's narrative personae. 
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1. The Dramatist 
That Melville regarded Moby-Dick as at least generally 
dramatic is evident from the first chapter. When Young Ishmael 
speaks of the "shabby part of a whaling voyage," and contrasts 
his role with those "magnificent parts in high tragedies, and 
short and easy parts in genteel comedies, and jolly parts in 
farces," he expresses his dramatic conception of the narrative 
he is about to relate. By presenting the story of his 
adventures as a "part of the grand programme of Providence 
that was drawn up a long time ago," Ishmael reveals the 
interesting complexity of authorial attitudes that he embodies 
as a specialized persona. As he narrates the incidents of his 
whaling voyage, he is obviously a specialized persona refined 
from Melville's prose-fiction authorial posture; just as his 
addresses to his audience reveal that he is also a refinement 
of an author of epos, Ishmael's use of the dramatic metaphor 
suggests that Melville's authorial persona—perhaps Melville 
himself—has a certain affinity for a dramatic method of 
communicating the aesthetic idea of Moby-Dick. 
Ishmael, Elder Ishmael, and the omniscient narrator 
are specifically narrative personae; none of them actually 
determines Moby-Dick to be dramatic in form. Their refinement 
from an authorial persona that has an interest in drama does, 
however, cause them occasionally to regard Ahab and other 
characters as figures who stand before them on a stage. That 
Ahab is "a mighty pageant creature, formed for noble tragedies" 
and that his quality of morbidity does not "detract from him, 
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dramatically regarded" (Ch. 16) are indications of the 
authorial dramatic sensibility that influences the narrative. 
When during the typhoon (Ch. 119) Ahab grasped the links of 
the lightning-rod chain with his left hand, "he put his foot 
upon the Parsee; and with fixed upward eye, and high-flung 
right arm, he stood erect," we are presented less with a 
narrative "scene" than with a consciously "staged" tableau. 
A paragraph later, the record of Ahab's speech is interrupted 
by what are apparently stage directions; no longer merely 
influenced by the author's dramatic sensibility, the narrative 
becomes briefly dramatic in form. 
Were we intent upon regarding Moby-Dick as a consist-
ently narrative work, we could explain away this dramatic 
intrusion—and other brief ones like it—as a consequence of 
the omniscience granted to Melville's narrator. Just as an 
omniscient narrator's privileges extend to the ability to 
present a detailed sequential record of a character's thoughts 
(the "interior monologue" by Starbuck in Chapter 123 testifies 
to the narrator's use of the privilege), they might extend 
to the narrator's being justified in presenting some kinds of 
"commentary" within the brackets usually reserved for stage 
directions. Such an explanation—admittedly far-fetched and 
rather eccentric in its conception of the privileges of 
omniscience—might account for the brief dramatic intrusions 
in the narration of Moby-Dick. It cannot account for the fact 
that whole chapters of the book are presented as if they were 
designed to be enacted on a stage. 
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The first such instance of sustained dramatic form, 
replete with initial stage directions to determine the 
setting, is "Sunset" (Ch. 37). If this chapter were revised 
only slightly, so that the stage directions were expressed 
as an introductory sentence or two and the soliloquy by Ahab 
was represented as an interior monologue, we could regard 
the chapter simply as part of the omniscient narrator's 
development of the character of Ahab. As it stands, however, 
"Sunset" is transmitted by Melville's dramatic persona, and 
suggests the possibility that Melville was undecided about 
the best means of presenting those parts of Moby-Dick which 
Ishmael lacked the authority to transmit. 
In Chapter 34 we noticed Melville's use of his 
omniscient persona to supplement the narrative of Young 
Ishmael; the narration of those incidents which occur around 
the cabin-table is doubtlessly omniscient, but it is neverthe-
less noteworthy that the omniscient narrator speaks in a tone 
very similar to the one that pervades Ishmael's early anecdotal 
accounts. In Chapter 29, ostensibly the product of Elder 
Ishmael's memories (aided, perhaps, by the omniscient narrator's 
knowledge of "Ahab's texture"), we can find a transcript of 
Stubb's private meditation on the "queer" things he has noticed 
in Ahab, in himself, and in the world; were it not for the 
tag "muttered Stubb" and for the fact that stream of conscious-
ness narration did not become a literary vogue for another 
seventy years, we could describe Stubb's meditation as an 
interior monologue. (Despite the description's being somewhat 
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anachronistic, it is helpful to regard Stubb's meditation, 
Starbuck's wish to murder Ahab, and similar detailed presenta-
tions of characters' mental activities as interior monologues 
so that we can ascribe them to the omniscient narrator and 
distinguish them from the dramatic soliloquies which the 
dramatic persona presents.) In both these chapters—in the 
account of cabin-table activities and in the record of Stubb's 
thoughts—we can detect Melville's authorial concern about 
the authority and verisimilitude of his personae's transmissions. 
As he relates the incidents in "The Cabin-Table," the 
narrator speaks with the authority of omniscience but never-
theless maintains an anecdotal tone similar to Young Ishmael's. 
Melville the author apparently wished to blend the voices 
of two personae so that the shift from participant to omniscient 
narration would not unduly mar the desired impression of a 
unified narrative. Similarly, in Chapter 29, the tag "muttered 
Stubb" appears to be an attempt to make credible the presence 
of an interior monologue in what is basically Elder Ishmael's 
eye-witness narration. As the story progresses and the narrative 
presence of the omniscient persona becomes more frequent, such 
tags ("muttered Ahab" [Ch. 70], Starbuck "murmured" [Ch. 123], 
etc.) become indications of what without them would certainly 
have to be called interior monologues. It is likely that, as 
author, Melville chose to introduce interior monologues with 
these narrative tags in order to preserve the impression of 
verisimilitude. When Moby-Dick was written, stream of con-
sciousness was not an established literary convention; in 
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order to avail himself of this experimental means of developing 
his characters, Melville as author chose to let his characters 
"murmur" and "mutter" at length so that their self-revelations 
belonged at least nominally within the conventional practice 
of omniscient narrators. 
The use of dramatic soliloquy appears to be an 
alternative method of revealing characters' private motivations. 
More conventional in 1851 than the interior monologue, the 
soliloquy could reveal a character's motivations and complexity 
in a direct and immediate manner. The use of soliloquy in 
Chapters 37, 38, and 39 interrupts the narrative sequence of 
incidents with its radically different form (drama opposed 
to prose fiction) and its intense concentration on character, 
but the inconsistency it causes seems to be the price Melville 
was willing to pay in order to give the characters of Ahab, 
Starbuck, and Stubb an immediate complexity. At this point 
in Moby-Dick, these three dramatic soliloquies are similar in 
function to the interior monologue of Stubb in Chapter 29. 
As methods of developing character, both kinds of "monologue" 
have disadvantages: the interior monologue strains the 
credulity of the audience with its assumption that someone 
actually could hear the mutterings of a character sufficiently 
alone to indulge in a conversation with himself, and the 
soliloquy, while it is presented with the authority of a 
dramatist's absolute control over the actions and speeches 
of his dramatis personae, ruptures the narrative fabric of 
Moby-Dick with its transmission by an obviously non-narrative 
persona. 
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It is reasonable to assume that, by the use of these 
two kinds of "monologue," Melville was attempting to find the 
least incongruous means of quickly developing his characters. 
The interior monologue seems to have been the more useful, 
especially as large portions of Moby-Dick came to be transmitted 
by the omniscient persona. The dramatic soliloquy, and 
other transmissions by the persona we may call the Dramatist, 
nevertheless have advantages that Melville was evidently 
unwilling to forego. Thus, we may assume, Melville the author 
allowed the soliloquies of Chapters 37, 38, and 39 to remain 
dramatic in form, and even refined his dramatic persona further 
so that he could enrich his narrative by the addition of 
dramatically presented expressions of his aesthetic idea. 
The specialized persona that transmits Chapters 37 
through 40 and other, later, dramatic parts of Moby-Dick is a 
refinement of Melville's authorial posture whose affinity for 
the drama we have already noted. Instead of merely influencing 
the narration—as in Chapter 99, where each of several 
characters moves to "stage center" to reveal his impressions 
of the doubloon in a basically narrative framework—the dramatic 
attitudes of Melville's authorial persona become projected as 
an identifiable specialized persona, with conventional 
modulating and specifying functions. One of the most distinc-
tive attributes of this Dramatist is his lack of any mediating 
voice. Aside from the stage directions that determine setting, 
these chapters are presented in the voices of characters, 
directly and without comment by any apparent narrative medium. 
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As a specialized persona, the Dramatist merely sets the stage 
and brings forth a character, and then allows the character 
to develop himself by means of a soliloquy. By so presenting 
Ahab, for example, the Dramatist can forego hinting at Ahab's 
strange past and his possession of "humanities" (as the 
narrative personae cannot); in a space little larger than that 
of a "six-inch chapter," the Dramatist can communicate 
immediately Ahab's human feelings, his sense of doom, and the 
hold which Moby Dick has upon his tormented soul. 
Reading Chapter 37, we can see how this communication 
is achieved with remarkable brevity. Musing on his inner 
turbulence, Ahab speaks: 
"Oh! time was, when as the sunrise nobly spurred me, 
so the sunset soothed. No more. This lovely light, 
it lights me not; all loveliness is anguish to me, 
since I can ne'er enjoy. Gifted with the high 
perception, I lack the low, enjoying power; damned, 
most subtly and malignantly! damned in the midst of 
Paradise!" 
Thus presented by the Dramatist, Ahab is more than a madman in 
charge of a ship; he is a character who tells us—as no other 
character or narrator credibly could—that he has lost the 
simple ability to enjoy his life, and that the loss is a 
source of sadness to him. In this transmission by the 
Dramatist, Ahab is not so hardened by his monomania that he 
is invulnerable to the anguish that might affect more normal 
men; indeed, his "high perception" enables him to feel the 
anguish more keenly, as this dramatic presentation enables us 
to perceive the "humanity" of Ahab more directly than we could 
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from a more ordinary, narrative presentation of his character. 
As Ahab continues his soliloquy, several other 
attributes which are requisite to future complication of 
Moby-Dick manifest themselves. 
"They think me mad—Starbuck does; but I'm demoniac, 
I am madness maddened! The prophecy was that I 
would be dismembered; and—Aye! I lost this leg. 
I now prophesy that I will dismember my dismemberer. 
Now, then, be the prophet and the fulfiller one. 
That's more than ye, ye great gods, ever were. I 
laugh and hoot at ye, . . . I will not say as school-
boys do to bullies,—Take some one of your own size. 
. . . No, ye've knocked me down, and I am up again, 
but y_e have run and hidden. Come forth from behind 
your cotton bags! . . . come and see if ye can swerve 
me." 
Here Ahab not only admits his madness but demonstrates it. 
With paranoid enthusiasm, he expands Starbuck's opinion into 
"They think me mad," and further elects himself as the chosen 
victim of the gods. Pridefully and megalomaniacally, he 
determines that he will do more than "great gods" ever did: 
Ahab resolves to be his own prophet and deliverer. The 
soliloquy is thus ample evidence of Ahab's insanity. 
In the midst of the insane ravings, however, we can 
detect less extremely pathological aspects of Ahab's character. 
Correctly, he identifies the greatest human obstacle to his 
quest as Starbuck; Ahab knows that only in his chief mate can 
be found the prudence and the courage to strip him of his 
command. And, while Ahab dares the gods to swerve him from 
his purpose, we can see beneath his insane resolution very 
understandable feelings of hatred of Moby Dick. The whale 
dismembered Ahab and, still tormented by the loss of his limb, 
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Ahab desires only to cut away a vital part of the whale. 
The intensity of Ahab's thirst for revenge is made clear by 
his hysterical and irrational identification of the whale 
with the "great gods." Hardly mitigated by their insane 
expression, Ahab's wild threats of vengeance become vehicles 
for the overwhelming sense of destiny that seems to oppress 
his every waking, and sleeping, moment. 
The soliloquies of Chapters 38 and 39 are similar 
examples of the Dramatist's concise character development. 
In his soliloquy, Starbuck reveals his helplessness with 
respect to Ahab; the madman's fixed purpose, he says, "tows 
me with a cable I have no knife to cut. . . . I plainly see 
my miserable office,—to obey, rebelling; and worse yet, to 
hate with touch of pity!" By giving Starbuck this opportunity 
to reveal himself, the Dramatist makes possible our recognition 
of two themes that will be developed more fully as Moby-Dick 
progresses. One is expressed in the ambivalent attitudes 
("hate with touch of pity") that Ahab's madness elicits, and 
the other is expressed by the impotence of conventional virtue. 
Starbuck calls Ahab a "Horrible old man" but never-
theless remains sympathetic to Ahab's condition. Starbuck's 
sympathy, or pity, is the response that Ahab's madness works 
on, until Starbuck is powerless to prevent the suicidal 
lowering for Moby Dick and can only stand by helplessly, 
weeping from "the agony of [futile] persuasion" (Ch. 135). 
The theme of the impotence of conventional virtue must like-
wise wait until the story's end for its full expression. 
223 
In the Dramatist's transmission of Chapters 37 and 38, 
however, we can recognize the authorial conception of Starbuck 
and Ahab as "representatives" of the usual virtues and 
unusual strength of will. Ahab's addresses to the gods are 
thoroughly blasphemous; we might consider them merely evidence 
of Ahab's derangement were they not so obviously contrasted 
to Starbuck's conventional "prayer" in the following soliloquy. 
Starbuck views Ahab's purpose as "heaven-insulting," and hopes 
that "God may wedge [it] aside." As Ahab ends his speech with 
taunts to the bullying gods, Starbuck concludes his soliloquy 
with a supplication: "Stand by me, hold me, bind me, 0 ye 
blessed influences!" In the space of two short chapters the 
archetypal conflict between humble virtue and proud wilfulness 
is introduced in detail. 
Stubb's soliloquy is partly a continuation of his 
interior monologue in Chapter 29. While mending a brace at 
the fore-top, Stubb announces to himself "that ha-ha's the 
final consequence," and that "a laugh's the wisest, easiest 
answer to all that's queer." While Stubb's reactions to 
t 
life's problems—among them an "old Mogul" of a captain—may 
seem superficial, we can see from this soliloquy how the 
Dramatist invests Stubb with attitudes we must consider 
seriously as alternatives to Ahab's angry defiance and 
Starbuck*s virtuous submission. Like Ahab, Stubb is a fatalist 
("it's all predestinated"), but Stubb at least is a cheerful 
one: "I know not all that may be coming, but be it what it 
will, I'll go to it laughing." Like Ahab, Stubb is somewhat 
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disposed toward prophecy; having perceived that Ahab must 
somehow break down Starbuck's independence, Stubb says "I 
twigged it, knew it; had had the gift, might readily have 
prophesied it." But Stubb is unlike both Ahab and Starbuck. 
His two superior officers live in the future: Ahab lives day 
and night planning what he will do to Moby Dick, and Starbuck 
spends most of his spare moments trying to determine how he 
will escape his captain's monomania. Stubb puts aside such 
considerations—not mindlessly, but after giving them some 
thought—to concentrate on the present. As his wife is 
probably "gay as a frigate's pennant" in his absence, so Stubb 
determines he should be; thoughts of Ahab and the "horribles" 
that might lurk in the future make him "feel funny," so he 
returns to the present and sings a song. 
In three brief chapters, then, the Dramatist provides 
us with insights into the three central characters of the 
"drama" of Ahab and the whale. These insights might have been 
presented as results of extended narrative treatment by other 
of Melville's personae, but as they are here provided in 
dramatic form they are emphasized. The Dramatist's use of 
soliloquy makes possible a direct and immediate development 
of character. Ahab, Starbuck, and Stubb reveal their thoughts 
and characteristic attitudes in a context that is almost devoid 
of setting, description, and other elements of "scene" about 
which a narrative persona must be concerned. Although these 
soliloquies are only one part of the Dramatist's transmission, 
and despite the Dramatist's "voiceless" quality, we can observe 
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in them, at least to a limited degree, the modulating and 
specifying attitudes of Melville's dramatic persona. 
From the speech of Ahab and from Starbuck's response 
to the character of his captain, we can conclude that the 
Dramatist's transmission is generally in the high mimetic 
mode. What the officers' soliloquies prepare us for is 
evidently "the fall of a leader . . . [that] mingles the 
4 
heroic with the ironic." Ahab's "bold and nervous lofty 
language" is exemplified by the conventionally poetic contrac-
tions in his speech ("'Tis iron," "'Tis split," "ne'er enjoy," 
"'Twas not so hard") and by his frequent use of figurative 
language, conventions that usually indicate a high mimetic 
transmission. That Ahab is a leader is clear from Starbuck*s 
admission that he will obey the old man, even while he 
inwardly rebels. Ahab's exhibition of courage and resolution 
is heroic, just as his ultimate helplessness, contrasted 
with the omnipotence of the gods and the whale that he 
confronts, is bitterly ironic. As the Dramatist combines 
these qualities in his character, Ahab is a figure who effects 
a catharsis of pity and fear in those who regard him. In this 
respect, Starbuck is a kind of choragos, a choric voice that 
guides the response of the audience, when he explains his 
reaction to Ahab: "to hate [him] with touch of pity! For in 
his eyes I read some lurid woe would shrivel me up, had I it." 
It is impossible to regard the Dramatist's function of 
modulating high mimesis without simultaneously considering 
him as the specifying persona of a tragedy. It is obvious that 
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the Dramatist, as a specialized persona, is a refinement of 
the authorial posture Melville assumed to give a generally 
dramatic expression to his aesthetic idea; almost as obvious 
is the Dramatist's function of specifying the aesthetic idea 
as a special generic form of dramatic literature—as a 
tragic drama. According to Frye's generic analysis, tragedy 
as a special form embodies a combination of reasons for the 
hero's downfall: like mythic, primitive drama, the tragedy 
has a protagonist who enacts a familiar myth (in this case, 
Ahab's confrontation of the "great gods"), and whose ultimate 
fortune is easily predictable (no mortal can challenge the 
gods with impunity); and like ironic, modern drama, the 
tragedy discloses social or psychological reasons that mitigate 
the inevitability of the hero's fall. In the Dramatist's 
transmissions in Moby-Dick, we can recognize the peculiarly 
tragic initiative of the plot. 
Because he presents Ahab as a madman—and also as an 
intelligent creature who must confront the apparent malice of 
indifferent Fortune—the Dramatist communicates a sense of 
inevitability. Because he shows Ahab's resolution to hunt 
the White Whale to be a result of a deranged personality, the 
Dramatist suggests a reasonable, psychological cause for Ahab's 
ultimate downfall. Starbuck and Stubb, however, regard Ahab's 
fixation less as a voluntary resolution (or accidental 
psychopathology) than as a fixed fact of nature: Starbuck 
admits that his soul is "overmanned," and Stubb takes whatever 
comfort he can from his knowledge that "it's all predestinated." 
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By including these "comments" in his dramatic presentation, 
the Dramatist reinforces the effect of Ahab's soliloquy, and 
presents the drama oz Ahab and the whale as "primarily a 
vision of the supremacy of . . . event": according to Frye, 
5 the most distinctive attribute of a tragic drama. 
Having at least suggested how the Dramatist determines 
his transmissions to exist as high mimetic tragic drama, we 
can pursue an inquiry into the effects which the dramatic 
presentations have on the narrative portions of Moby-Dick. 
Besides the soliloquies, the Dramatist presents several 
dramatic scenes, such as the one which constitutes Chapter 
40 and those which occur later in the book. One of the more 
important functions of the use of dramatic scenes is the 
communication of a sense of destiny or fatalism. By presenting 
certain incidents in the inherently ritualistic form of a 
tragic drama, the Dramatist suggests strongly the inevitability 
of the events which make up the "catastrophe" of Moby-Dick. 
In Chapter 121, for example, the dialogue between 
Flask and Stubb achieves much the same effect as the earlier 
soliloquies: the dialogue provides us with "commentary" by 
other characters on the peculiarity of Ahab. In the dramatic 
context, however, Stubb's almost incidental remark—"Seems 
to me we are lashing down these anchors now as if they were 
never going to be used again"—becomes significant. Not only 
is the lashing of the anchors made the setting of a scene, 
but it is "prophetic" with regard to the future events of the 
voyage. That is to say, the Dramatist is here using the 
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activity of lashing down anchors not as an excuse for the 
dialogue between Flask and Stubb so much as he is investing 
the rather commonplace activity with significance by devoting 
an entire scene of his drama to it. Lashing the anchors for 
the final time thus becomes a part of the events which, in 
a tragically inevitable way, must be played out. 
In the other dramatic scenes we can recognize another 
important advantage of dramatic presentation: characters 
who contribute significant thematic statements may be introduced 
without the development that would normally distract our atten-
tion from their thematic functions. Amid the revelry in 
Chapter 40, the old Manx sailor interjects a solemn theme: 
"I wonder whether those jolly lads bethink them of what they 
are dancing over. . . . 0 Christ! to think of the green navies 
and the green-skulled crews!" In the context of the scene, 
the Manxman's words are innocent enough; they are merely the 
words of a man too old to dance with the rest of the crew, a 
man whose many years have produced a predilection for serious 
thoughts. Nevertheless, the Manxman's reference to ships and 
bodies overgrown with sea weed suggests the fate of the Pequod 
after she has been rammed by Moby Dick. The Dramatist here 
makes use of the strange "infernal orgies" on the Pequod's 
deck to prefigure the ship's, and the crew's, inevitable 
destiny. 
In Chapter 108 the Dramatist presents a peculiar 
"comic" interlude. Although the dialogue between Ahab and the 
carpenter is occasionally ludicrous and thus provides some 
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relief from the solemn and ritualistic progression of the 
incidents of Ahab's tragedy, the Dramatist uses the scene to 
emphasize the serious thematic interests expressed elsewhere 
in Moby-Dick. When the carpenter explains that he sneezes 
because the bone with which he is working is dusty, Ahab 
replies: "Take the hint, then; and when thou art dead, never 
bury thyself under living people's noses." The hint, of 
course, will be taken, for the carpenter's corpse, with those 
of his shipmates, will soon rest hundreds of fathoms beneath 
the surface of the Pacific. The carpenter's initial comments 
on the repellant dustiness of the dead bone recall the 
omniscient narrator's description of Ahab walking the deck: 
"While his one live leg made lively echoes along the deck, 
every stroke of his dead limb sounded like a coffin-tap. On 
life and death this old man walked" (Ch. 51). However 
comical his sneezing, the carpenter reminds us that Ahab has, 
almost literally, one foot in his grave. When Ahab and the 
carpenter speak of Ahab's continued sensation in his amputated 
leg, Ahab's words reaffirm his philosophy of "pasteboard masks." 
As Ahab admits that there "is only one distinct leg to the 
eye, yet two to the soul," he provides us with an experiential 
rationale for his obsessive concern about the hidden realities 
which for him must underlie all appearances. 
The concentration of serious thematic interests in 
this chapter might seem disproportionate and intrusive; when 
we notice how the Dramatist presents the scene as humorous, 
however, we can see that the incongruity among the various 
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themes justifies their inclusion in what is superficially a 
comic interlude. As Ahab is presented in all his inflated 
insanity, and as the carpenter appears to comprehend little 
of the significance of the captain's allusions, the abrupt 
changes of subject are plausible. The incongruity between 
Ahab's and the carpenter's conceptions of what the dialogue 
is about produces much of the humor of the scene, and at the 
same time mitigates the seriousness of the various thematic 
statements. In addition to some comic relief and some 
thematic development, "Ahab and the Carpenter" provides us 
with another perspective on Ahab's character: we see how the 
carpenter is disconcerted and somewhat frightened by the 
strange talk of his superior but, like the other members of 
the crew, he nevertheless assists Ahab in the mad quest for 
Moby Dick. 
In the soliloquies and the dramatic scenes, Melville 
makes use of his dramatic persona's ability to transmit certain 
aspects of his aesthetic idea without having to develop the 
minor characters who are the vehicles of the transmission. 
Further, the dramatic form of presentation communicates 
immediately a sense of ritual: characters and incidents pass 
before us as the working out of some irreversible destiny. 
Considered from a broader perspective, the dramatic portions 
of Moby-Dick, as they contrast with the predominantly narrative 
presentation of the story, function to prepare us for the 
appearance of the White Whale. In each instance of extended 
presentation by the Dramatist—m Chapters 37 through 40 and 
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120 through 122—the tension of the preceding narrative is 
increased, the hours of the day run out (each of the final 
scenes is set at midnight), and, when the narrative personae 
resume their transmissions, Moby-Dick moves significantly 
nearer to the object of its pursuit. After the sudden squall 
ends the revelry of Chapter 40, Ishmael presents us with 
crucial chapters on "Moby Dick" and "The Whiteness of the 
Whale." After more violent weather—the "Thunder and 
Lightning" of the typhoon—the omniscient narrator begins 
the presentation that is not concluded until the Pequod has 
sunk beneath the sea. In each of these instances, it seems, 
the Dramatist is used to raise the pitch of Moby-Dick to the 
highest level possible, so that we are prepared for a revela-
7 tion of the great White Whale. 
As a specialized persona that transmits significant 
parts of Moby-Dick, the Dramatist prepares the story for the 
appearance of the whale, and develops Ahab's character so that 
we can appreciate the depth of the monomania that drives him 
toward his prey. Just as the voices of Ishmael, bound to a 
character who is experiencing his first whaling voyage, are 
unable to give us much substantial information about Moby Dick 
himself, the dramatic persona, concerned with Ahab and incidents 
that take place on the Pequod's decks, is denied the ability 
to develop credibly the "character" of Ahab's deadly adversary. 
In order to enhance the conflict of which Moby-Dick is the 
record, the whale that Ahab seeks must be presented as a 
suitably powerful—even omnipotent—object of awe and terror. 
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To accomplish this presentation credibly, Melville projected 
another specialized persona—a voice we may call the 
Cetologist—so that our acquaintance with the White Whale 
would not depend on the questionable perceptions of a madman 
and his impressionable and superstitious crew, but on the 
incontrovertible evidence provided by "scientific fact." 
2. The Cetologist 
Just as the various attitudes embodied in Melville's 
narrative personae cause confusion about the particular kind 
of prose fiction that Moby-Dick is, and as the Dramatist causes 
parts of the book to exist not as prose fiction but as a 
dramatic tragedy, Melville's projection of the Cetologist 
causes an even more radical formal inconsistency. As they 
are transmitted by the Cetologist, sections of Moby-Dick— 
extended treatises on the physiology of the whale and on the 
various procedures of whaling—do not exist in any particularly 
literary form; they are examples of straightforward, non-
fictional exposition. 
Seeking, perhaps, to endow Moby-Dick with the consist-
ency of being at least thoroughly literary in form, Walter 
Bezanson notes how some of the chapters on cetology have the 
structure of a conventional sermon. "In 'The Line,' for 
instance, the narrator takes hemp for his text, makes a full-
scale explication of its history and uses, gives admonitions 
on its subtleties and dangers, and concludes with a full-
scale application of the doctrine that 'All men live enveloped 
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in whale-lines.'" Should we accept the validity of 
Bezanson's analysis and regard some of the cetological 
chapters as sermons, we still cannot regard them as properly 
literary; the language of a sermon, like the language of a 
scientific treatise, does not exist primarily as a self-
sufficient object of our perception. Both the sermon and the 
treatise are hortatory: a sermon is a use of language designed 
to influence our practical, moral behavior, and a treatise is 
a similar use designed to provide us with more accurate 
perceptions of the objects of our experience. Unlike poems, 
dramas, and novels, which we appreciate for what they are, the 
sermon and treatise are good or bad according to what they 
accomplish. Since we usually regard as literary only 
disinterested uses of language, we cannot similarly classify 
the chapters on whales and whaling whose primary function is 
to guide or to instruct us. 
When we examine the transmissions of Melville's 
Cetologist, then, we should not expect these chapters to be 
the results of the agency of a typical literary persona. It 
is true that Melville projected certain aspects of his 
personality—attitudes toward the whale as an object of 
scientific knowledge and attitudes toward whaling as a 
complicated series of operations—onto a persona that could 
deal authoritatively with cetology. Insofar as it is concerned 
with facts of whales and whaling, Melville's persona is not 
specifically a literary one; rather, it is similar to the 
"historian" who is projected by a writer to convince his 
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Cetologist does. A more reasonable conclusion is that the 
Cetologist's reticence derives from an awareness of nineteenth-
century readers' (and publishers') qualms about explicit 
descriptions of reproductive functions. 
Since the Cetologist's transmissions convince us that 
we need not have waited until 1969 for a readable and 
comprehensive natural history of the sperm whale, we can regard 
the Cetologist, at least m some respects, as a properly 
scientific persona. As scientific exposition does not belong 
to any conventionally literary category, we can understand 
the adverse reactions of some critics to the presence of the 
cetological information in the midst of a work of prose 
fiction. Apparently forgetful of Wordsworth's proclamation 
that the producer of literature should "follow the steps of 
the Man of science, . . . carrying sensation into the midst 
9 
of the objects of the science itself," Elmer Stoll objects 
to the cetology in Moby-Dick. "As for padding or irrelevance, 
there is, in the middle, chapter after chapter on 'cetology,' 
. . . most of which has little or no justification in narrative 
art."10 
There are several answers to such an objection. We 
have already observed Melville's use of several distinct 
personae in Moby-Dick and have recognized that, because of 
the different kinds of persona that Melville projected, Moby-
Dick cannot be seriously considered as a purely narrative 
artwork. Moreover, we have noticed that an omniscient 
narrator in his role of histor has the privilege of injecting 
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his comments into his predominantly narrative presentation. 
If we regard Moby-Dick from a broader perspective than the 
one that permits us to see the book as a combination of the 
transmissions of several specialized literary personae, we 
can understand how Melville as author is justified in using 
a basically non-literary persona to transmit part of what is 
doubtlessly a work of literature. Just as an omniscient 
narrator can avail himself of the histor's right to comment 
on the incidents he narrates, so can an authorial persona 
make use of a specialized persona that is not conventionally 
literary in order to communicate more completely the nature 
of the writer's aesthetic idea. 
The Cetologist, as a specialized persona, does not 
determine his transmissions to exist in specifically literary 
forms; nevertheless, by virtue of his function to make concrete 
certain aspects of Melville's aesthetic idea, he gives to his 
transmissions certain literary functions. One of these 
functions is related to the achievement of verisimilitude in 
the narrative. Melville "had to give the effect of a long 
voyage, but he had to face the obvious fact that on a long 
whaling voyage very little happens. . . . Melville chose to 
solve this artistic problem by punctuating the Ahab scenes 
and whaling incidents with a series of expository chapters 
on whales and whaling." If we assume that one of the most 
fundamental authorial intentions (that is, a convincing reason 
for a writer's projection of an authorial persona) is to 
transmit an aesthetic idea as a coherent and intelligible 
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whole, then we can understand why the voice of the Cetologist 
is frequently blended with the voices of Melville's other 
specialized personae. 
It would be strange indeed to find a chapter on 
cetological classification immediately following chapters 
devoted primarily to character development; at least, it 
would be strange if no excuse were offered for the expository 
intrusion into the narrative. So, in Chapter 32, the Cetologist 
begins his classification of whales with a clause that is 
similar to one that Young Ishmael might use: "Already we are 
boldly launched upon the deep." The beginning of "Cetology" 
sounds like a young adventurer's announcement that, since the 
introductory elements of his story are already set forth, he 
can proceed with an account of the details of his new life. 
As soon as we read beyond the initial clause, however, we 
become aware that we are being presented with more information 
of an introductory nature, information "almost indispensable 
to a thorough appreciative understanding" of what is yet to 
come; and the polysyllabic diction clearly reveals the pedantic 
quality of the voice that will instruct us in cetology. 
Earlier, at the beginning of Chapter 24, the blending 
of the voices of the two personae is accomplished more subtly: 
As Queequeg and I are now fairly embarked in this 
business of whaling; and as this business of whaling 
has somehow come to be regarded among landsmen as a 
rather unpoetical and disreputable pursuit; therefore, 
I am all anxiety to convince ye, ye landsmen, of the 
injustice hereby done to us hunters of whales. 
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In this introductory passage, the mention of Queequeg reminds 
us of Ishmael's relationship with his cannibal friend, and 
thus binds "The Advocate" to the accounts of the adventures 
in New Bedford and Nantucket; the reference to misinformed 
landsmen reminds us of Ishmael's initial misanthropic reasons 
for leaving the land and seeking his living at sea; and the 
assertion that "I am all anxiety to convince ye" suggests 
Ishmael's enthusiasm for his new way of life, an enthusiasm 
that is further reinforced by the reference to "us_ hunters of 
whales." By thus expressing some of the attitudes we know to 
be Ishmael's, the Cetologist makes it appear that the statistics 
on income from whaling (and the rest of his exposition) are 
an integral part of the narrative of a whaling adventure. 
In later chapters, the voice of the Cetologist 
continues to embody attitudes we have earlier identified with 
Ishmael. After "The Town-Ho's Story," a suspense-building 
digression provided by Elder Ishmael, we read that "I shall 
ere long paint to you as well as one can without canvas, 
something like the true form of the whale as he actually appears 
to the eye" (Ch. 55). The heading of this chapter, "Monstrous 
Pictures of Whales," evokes a memory of Young Ishmael standing 
before that "boggy, soggy, squitchy picture" that hangs in the 
entry of the Spouter-Inn (Ch. 3), and suggests that it is 
Ishmael's continuing curiosity that prompts this discussion 
of inferior artistic representations of the Leviathan. 
Apparently, with his recently acquired knowledge of the whale, 
Ishmael wants to correct the erroneous impressions that 
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"confidently challenge the faith of the landsman." The very 
beginning of Chapter 55, however, provides us with a linguistic 
signal that it is basically the Cetologist who is transmitting 
the chapter. "I shall ere long paint" is a phrase similar to 
ones used by the Cetologist; in Chapter 32 he has said "Ere 
that come to pass" and "ere the Pequod's weedy hull . . ."in 
order to justify his interruption of the narrative by a lengthy 
expository discussion. Recognizing the voice of the Cetologist, 
we can see that the commentary at the conclusion of the chapter— 
"Wherefore, it seems to me you had best not be too fastidious 
in your curiosity touching this Leviathan"—is not so much an 
exhortation by the histor (whose comments frequently supplement 
Ishmael's transmissions) as it is the "application" of the 
sermon-like exposition by the Cetologist. 
Because of their similar didactic roles, the omniscient 
narrator as histor and the Cetologist frequently provide almost 
indistinguishable transmissions. The histor, for example, 
concludes Chapter 81 with the observation, "Oh! many are the 
Fin-Backs, and many are the Dericks, my friend"; the tone of 
this sentence is so similar to the tone that the Cetologist 
produces—in the conclusion to Chapter 68, "But how easy and 
how hopeless to teach these fine things!" for example—that 
it is only by means of taking note of the basically narrative 
or expository nature of the chapters that we can make a 
distinction between the two personae. By virtue of the 
superficial similarity of the Cetologist's and the narrative 
personae's transmissions, the anti-narrative (and even 
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non-literary) effects of the Cetologist's presence in Moby-
Dick are made to serve distinctly literary ends. 
One of the literary purposes for which the Cetologist 
was evidently projected is the characterization of Moby Dick. 
The voices of Ishmael are able to give us indirect information 
about the whale in Chapters 41 and 42 but, as Ishmael admits, 
the important development of Moby Dick in these chapters tells 
us only "What the White Whale was to Ahab" and "what, at times, 
he was to" Ishmael (Ch. 42). For ontological knowledge of 
Moby Dick—for information about what the whale is in himself— 
we must rely on the Cetologist's disclosures. 
From the classification of whales in Chapter 32, we 
learn that the sperm whale "is, without doubt, the largest 
inhabitant of the globe; the most formidable of all whales to 
encounter; [and] the most majestic in aspect." If he were 
nothing more than ordinary, Moby Dick would still be a mighty 
"fish." In Chapter 74, the Cetologist tells us that "there is 
a certain mathematical symmetry in the Sperm Whale's [head] 
which the Right Whale's sadly lacks. There is more character 
in the Sperm Whale's head. As you behold it, you involuntarily 
yield the immense superiority to him, in point of pervading 
dignity." Character, superiority, pervading dignity, and 
even mathematical symmetry: these are attributes of the sperm 
whale's head that easily support the notion that the head 
contains an intelligent brain. When the Cetologist examines 
the whale's independently working eyes and wonders if the 
whale's brain is "so much more comprehensive, combining, and 
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subtle than man's, that he can at the same moment of time 
attentively examine two distinct prospects," he further 
justifies a belief in high cetological intelligence. If the 
dignity of the old whale that the Cetologist is studying 
"is heightened by the pepper and salt color of his head at 
the summit, giving token of advanced age and large experience," 
how much more dignity and wisdom must Moby Dick appear to 
possess, since his forehead and hump are a dazzling white. 
In Chapter 76, "The Battering-Ram," the Cetologist 
explains the invulnerability of the sperm whale's head. He 
notes that the blubber-like "envelope" of the head is "of a 
boneless toughness, inestimable by any man who has not handled 
it. The severest pointed harpoon, the sharpest lance darted 
by the strongest human arm, impotently rebounds from it." 
Because the whale's mouth is located safely beneath the head, 
his eyes and ears well back along the sides of the head, his 
"nose" or spiracle on the top, and his cranial development— 
the seat of his intelligent brain—a full twenty ieet behind 
the "dead, blind wall" of the forehead, the whale may ram his 
head into boat or ship without risking injury to any sensitive 
organ. Activated by "a mass of tremendous life," the whale's 
head is a deadly weapon. After noting the "impregnable, 
uninjurable" nature of the head and the "concentrations of 
potency everywhere lurking in this expansive monster," the 
Cetologist trusts that we "will have renounced all ignorant 
incredulity" concerning the devastation that the whale can 
accomplish. 
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The possibility of such devastation is made more 
credible by the Cetologist's observations about the "dense 
webbed bed of welded sinews" (Ch. 86) that is found at the 
base of the whale's tail. These muscles are the whale's 
means of locomotion; that they are sufficient to push his 
majestic bulk through all the oceans of the world should be 
ample testimony of their power, but the Cetologist, as if to 
impress us further, makes the following observation: 
But as if this vast local power in the tendinous tail 
were not enough, the whole bulk of the leviathan is 
knit over with a warp and woof of muscular fibres and 
filaments, which passing on either side the loins and 
running down into the flukes, insensibly blend with 
them, and largely contribute to their might; so that 
in the tail the confluent measureless force of the 
whole whale seems concentrated to a point. Could 
annihilation occur to matter, this were the thing 
to do it. 
In Chapter 103, the Cetologist tells us that "a Sperm 
Whale of the largest magnitude, between eighty-five and ninety 
feet in length, and something less than forty feet in its fullest 
circumference, . . . will weigh at least ninety tons." 
Bezanson tells us that a normal whaling vessel was about one 
hundred five feet long, and twenty-eight feet through the beam; 
commonly, such whaleships weighed about two hundred tons. Since 
Ishmael tells us that the Pequod "was a ship of the old school, 
rather small in anything" (Ch. 16) and that Moby Dick was "a 
Sperm Whale of uncommon magnitude" (Ch. 41), we can assume that 
Moby Dick, merely by virtue of his size, was a dangerous 
quarry for the Pequod to hunt. 
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When we consider the detailed procedures and ever-
present dangers involved in the pursuit and capture of 
ordinary sperm whales, realizing that the Cetologist's lengthy 
discussion of these procedures and dangers emphasize the 
occupational hazards and the courage of the whaleman, we can 
understand how the Cetologist has "developed" the whale as a 
terrible antagonist for any man to face. When we take into 
account the tremendous strength of the whale and his 
apparently intelligent malice, we can understand how Moby Dick 
is presented by the Cetologist as a worthy adversary of the 
monomaniacal yet extraordinarily skillful Ahab. 
At the same time as it accomplishes the necessary 
development of the "character" of Moby Dick, the Cetologist's 
exposition provides a "ballast of fact for the central drama" 
12 of Ahab and the whale. The factualism of the cetological 
chapters not only enhances the credibility of the incidents 
of the plot and provides us with explanations of "breaching" 
and "lob-tailing" so that the occurrence of such terms does 
not distract us from the narrative of the final chase, but it 
gives to the book as a whole a somewhat leisurely pace. The 
apparent leisure with which Melville's personae, especially 
the Cetologist, reveal the aesthetic idea of Moby-Dick has a 
distinct advantage. "Did not the revelation come by degrees, 
13 it would overwhelm the power to endure it." 
Perhaps we can best understand this literary function 
of the cetology by regarding the cetological chapters as 
digressions from the main narrative of Moby-Dick. They are 
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more than digressions, to be sure, for they provide us with 
a perspective on Moby Dick that the more conventionally 
literary parts of the book do not; nevertheless, the Cetologist 
is not a narrator, and his transmissions do not properly 
advance the plot. In performing his function of providing 
"ballast" for the narrative of Moby-Dick, the Cetologist speaks 
in a voice similar to that of the histor. When we explain some 
of the cetology by saying that the histor provides us with 
"epic digressions" that "increase suspense by retarding the 
14 action," we are actually generalizing the privileges of an 
omniscient narrator so that our explanation accounts for the 
voice of the Cetologist as well. If we consider the cetological 
chapters as parts of the overall "narrative" that is Moby-Dick, 
we may be persuaded to consider the histor as their source. 
Actually, however, the discussions of cetology are too lengthy 
and too frequent to be merely digressive comments by one 
narrator; by their inclusion in Moby-Dick, Melville seems to 
be using the histor's privilege of commentary to justify 
factual exposition by his non-literary specialized persona. 
While his transmissions are not literary in form, the 
Cetologist thus develops the "character" of Moby Dick and 
increases the suspense of the narrative by providing factual 
digressions which nevertheless remind us that the narrative 
is concerned with the hunt for one enormous whale. Another 
literary function that the Cetologist performs is the intro-
duction of satire into the sober and long-winded discussions 
of whaling. When we read the sentence that introduces the 
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classification of whales, wherein the Cetologist directs our 
attention to a "matter almost indispensable to a thorough 
appreciative understanding of the more special leviathanic 
revelations and allusions" (Ch. 32), the tongue-twisting 
diction suggests the possibility that the Cetologist is 
mimicking the overbearing solemnity of Scientific Authority. 
Chapters devoted in tedious detail to "The Line," "The Dart," 
"The Crotch," "The Whale as a Dish," and similar obscurities 
confirm our suspicions that the Cetologist is at least partially 
a satirist. 
In his apology for his exhaustive, though regrettably 
incomplete, treatment of his subject, the Cetologist carries 
his argument to comically absurd length: 
Since I have undertaken to manhandle this Leviathan, 
it behoves me to approve myself omnisciently exhaus-
tive in the enterprise; not overlooking the minutest 
seminal germs of his blood, and spinning him out to the 
uttermost coil of his bowels. Having already described 
him in most of his present habitatory and anatomical 
peculiarities, it now remains to magnify him in an 
archaeological, fossiliferous, and antediluvian point of 
view. Applied to any other creature than the Leviathan— 
to an ant or a flea—such portly terms might justly 
be deemed unwarrantably grandiloquent. But when 
Leviathan is the text, the case is altered. Fain am I 
to swagger to this emprise under the weightiest words 
of the dictionary. And here be it said, that whenever 
it has been convenient to consult one in the course of 
these dissertations, I have invariably used a huge 
quarto edition of Johnson, expressly purchased for that 
purpose; because that famous lexicographer's uncommon 
personal bulk more fitted him to compile a lexicon to 
be used by a whale author like me. (Ch. 104) 
In his measurement of the sperm whale's skeleton, the 
Cetologist is just as comically given to abbreviation: 
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The skeletal dimensions I shall now proceed to set down 
are copied verbatim from my right arm, where I had them 
tattooed. . . . But as I was crowded for space, and 
wished the other parts of my body to remain a blank page 
for a poem I was then composing . . . I did not trouble 
myself with the odd inches. (Ch. 102) 
When we consider these satirical attitudes which the Cetologist 
embodies, we are at least somewhat justified in considering 
him as similar to the specifying persona of an anatomy. 
According to Frye's generic analysis, the anatomy or 
Menippean satire deals primarily with mental attitudes; the 
writer of an anatomy, "dealing with intellectual themes and 
attitudes, shows his exhuberance in intellectual ways, by 
piling up an enormous mass of erudition about his theme or 
in overwhelming his pedantic targets with an avalanche of 
15 their own jargon." The erudition and jargon in the Cetologist's 
transmissions are self-evident; what remains to be examined is 
the apparent contradiction between the Cetologist's function of 
providing a non-literary ballast of fact and the anatomist's 
function of specifying a conventionally literary form of prose 
fiction. 
While he provides us with all we shall ever need to 
know about the sperm whale, the Cetologist presents this factual 
information in ways that suggest that the cetology in Moby-Dick 
is significant not only as natural history but as intellectual 
satire. As natural history, the cetological chapters present 
the whale as an object to be studied: a physical phenomenon 
that can be measured, dissected, and understood. The 
satirical significance of the cetology is that, despite the 
247 
reasonable and scientific manner in which he is presented, 
the sperm whale remains an "example of incomprehensible wonder 
16 
and might in the universe"; the sperm whale, as a simultaneous 
embodiment and suggestion, is a symbol of mystery. The 
satirical—and thus literary—nature of the Cetologist's 
transmissions derives from the tension between the erudite, 
comprehensive treatment of the whale as an object of scientific 
investigation and the ultimate result of such investigation: 
the Cetologist's admission that, "Dissect him how I may, . . . 
I but go skin deep; I know him not, and never will" (Ch. 86). 
By assuming some of the attitudes of his non-literary 
models—Beale and Scoresby are the primary ones—the Cetologist 
satirizes them. Repeating Scoresby's assertion that "No branch 
of Zoology is so much involved as that which is entitled 
Cetology," and Beale's admission that "Utter confusion exists 
among the historians of this animal" (Ch. 32), the Cetologist 
proceeds to prove both authorities correct. Knowing that the 
whales, because of "their warm bilocular heart, their lungs, 
their movable eyelids, their hollow ears, penem intrantem 
feminam mammis lactantem," are incontestably mammals, the 
Cetologist nevertheless defines the whale as "a spouting fish 
with a horizontal tail." Here is an example of what Beale 
called confusion; subsequent dilations on every aspect of 
the whale testify to the validity of Scoresby's notion that 
cetology is extremely involved. 
Ostensibly, the Cetologist involves himself in lengthy 
scientific discussion because there is no greater object of 
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zoological study than the sperm whale. Just as Melville knew 
that the whale is a mammal but nevertheless insisted on 
calling it a fish, he probably knew that the Greenland whale 
exceeds the sperm whale in magnitude; because the toothed 
sperm whale is the more dangerous to hunt and the only large 
species capable of biting off Ahab's leg, Melville again 
compromised the authority of his Cetologist's presentation by 
having him assert that the sperm whale is "the largest 
inhabitant of the globe." Coexistent with the admirable 
factual authority of the Cetologist's discussions is a 
primarily fictional initiative: because the sperm whale is 
a better character for a work of prose fiction than the docile, 
lethargic monster of the North Atlantic, the sperm whale's 
attributes are slightly magnified. 
The Cetologist involves himself in lengthy discussions 
for other reasons than scientific ones, and these reasons give 
to the cetological chapters their similarity to literary 
anatomies. It is quite possible that the presence of the 
Cetologist in Moby-Dick is Melville's "answer" to the still 
prevalent objection to fiction on the grounds that novels and 
romances are merely frivolous entertainments; as if Melville 
sought to guarantee that the readers of Moby-Dick would be not 
only entertained but educated, the Cetologist asks his audience, 
"where, I should like to know, will you obtain a better chance 
to study practical cetology than here?" (Ch. 74). 
The intellectual theme of the anatomy is most 
emphatically presented in the ultimate irrelevance of knowledge 
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of whales. After carrying on at length about cetological 
minutiae, the Cetologist admits that he will never know the 
whale: no scientific knowledge is able, finally, to 
penetrate the god-like mystery of the whale's nature. Just 
as Father Mapple's sermon underscores the human need to submit 
to mystery, and Ahab's expert knowledge of the oceans and of 
Moby Dick's favorite places does not, ultimately, help him to 
conquer the whale, the detailed transmissions of the Cetologist 
cannot explain the majesty of the Leviathan. The only "answer" 
to the kind of reductive scientific inquiry that the Cetologist 
represents is the tautological conclusion that mystery is 
ineffable. By demonstrating the futility of an intellectual 
approach to so awesome a being as a sperm whale, the Cetologist 
directs a satirical warning at the pedants of scientific fact: 
"For unless you own the whale, you are but a provincial and 
sentimentalist in Truth. But clear Truth is a thing for 
salamander giants only to encounter; how small the chances 
for the provincials then?" (Ch. 76). 
As the Cetologist piles up "an enormous mass of 
erudition" about the observable characteristics of the whale 
only to undermine his scientific enterprise with an explicit 
admission and implicit demonstration of its futility, he is 
similar to those personae which specify anatomical forms of 
prose fiction. Because the cetological information constitutes 
the development of the "character" of Moby Dick and provides a 
realistic background against which Ahab's monomaniacal quest 
can be played out, we cannot consider the Cetologist's 
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transmission solely an anatomy. There is too much straight-
forward exposition that Melville evidently intended to be 
taken seriously—explanations of terms that become relevant 
17 only in the quickened narrative of the lowerings for Moby Dick — 
for us to regard the Cetologist as a whimsical and satirical 
purveyor of irrelevant cetological pedantry. Rather than 
i 
reduce the Cetologist to the natural historian or the persona 
of anatomy or the developer of Moby Dick's "character" or the 
provider of ballast for a dramatic narrative (such reduction 
is precisely what the Cetologist as anatomist warns against), 
we may regard the Cetologist as an "anti-narrative" persona 
that performs a number of functions. Because each of these 
functions interacts with the others to determine the form 
and provide the content of Moby-Dick, we can regard them 
individually, but especially in combination, as literary. 
The Cetologist may not be a literary persona, and some of his 
transmissions may not have a literary form but, as one of 
Melville's "anti-narrators," the Cetologist provides us with 
a significant portion of Moby-Dick. 
3. The "Squitchy" Voices 
The impression that Moby-Dick is a "boggy, soggy, 
squitchy picture truly, enough to drive a nervous man 
distracted," does not result solely from Melville's authorial 
habit of alternating and combining the voices of his major 
specialized personae. In addition to the voices of Ishmael, 
of the omniscient narrator-histor, of the Cetologist, and the 
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voiceless presentation by the Dramatist, we can recognize 
several other voices whose contributions to Moby-Dick, though 
minor, cannot be dismissed as insignificant. Using the 
Cetologist's convenient apology—"any human thing supposed to 
be complete, must for that very reason infallibly be faulty" 
(Ch. 32)—I shall not pretend, in this brief discussion of 
"squitchy" voices, to do more than merely note their presence 
and suggest their possible functions in Moby-Dick. Were it 
not for the strong probability that these minor voices, like 
the Dramatist's and the Cetologist's, were projected by 
Melville "to express the strangeness and the grandeur that 
were latent" in his aesthetic idea, we could account for 
them by saying that they are curious ornaments generally 
consistent with Melville's curious authorial practice. 
Since they are functional ornaments as well, an examination 
of them will do no harm. 
We are introduced to two of these minor voices even 
before Ishmael begins his narration in Chapter 1. As if to 
assure us of the seriousness of the book we are about to read, 
Melville as author presents us with the "Etymology" and records 
his debt to that "late consumptive usher to a grammar school" 
who compiled the list of linguistic sources and variations of 
whale. Apparently, the etymology serves three purposes: it 
indicates that Moby-Dick is very much concerned with a large 
aquatic animal, it informs the reader of the various linguistic 
environments in which the whale is to be found, and, by virtue 
of the basically introductory nature of any etymology, it 
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suggests that the whale is an uncommon entity that requires 
some explanation before an audience of landsmen can under-
stand it properly. By providing the etymology and performing 
these functions, the Usher emphasizes the strangeness of the 
whale and prepares us for the wealth of cetological detail 
we are to find in the midst of Moby-Dick. 
There are, however, indications that the Usher performs 
other functions as well. The fact that he is identified as 
a "late consumptive usher" suggests subtly that there are 
fatal consequences attached to even the most innocuous kind 
of "curiosity touching this Leviathan." By his quotation of 
Hackluyt, the Usher apparently endorses the necessity of 
extreme precision when referring to whales; nevertheless, he 
passes over uncritically his authority's inaccurate conception 
of the whale as a fish. This lapse of precision is accompanied 
by the Usher's lack of consistency in the etymological list: 
the Swedish translation of whale is given variously as hval 
and hwal, the Danish as hval and hvalt, and the list includes 
the questionable "language" of Erromangoan. Like parts of 
the Cetologist's scientific description, the Usher's etymology 
is a satirical demonstration that any attempt at a systematized 
presentation of the marvelous whale is doomed to parody its 
own pretensions. 
Despite Melville's qualifying authorial comments about 
the "Extracts," the fruit of the sub-sub-librarian's labors 
is more than merely a "bird's eye view of what has been 
promiscuously said, thought, fancied, and sung of Leviathan, 
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by many nations and generations." By means of the Extracts, 
the sub-sub-librarian prepares us for the sober and conservative 
treatment of the whale later in Moby-Dick. Contrasted to 
monsters which "take up as much in length as four acres" or 
which have been measured at "fifty yards long," Moby Dick, at a 
mere eighty-five or ninety feet, is of a credible size. 
Contrasted to whales that habitually swallow "what thing soever 
besides cometh within the chaos of [their mouths], be it beast, 
boat, or stone," Moby Dick seems tame indeed: he bit off, but 
presumably did not swallow, Ahab's leg, and performed this 
dismemberment only after severest provocation by the enraged 
captain. 
Besides helping to make Moby Dick relatively credible, 
the sub-sub-librarian also supports the narrators' and the 
Cetologist's observations about whaling in general. The great 
pod described in "The Grand Armada" is prefigured by the sub-
sub's quotation from Schouten's Sixth Circumnavigation: "Here 
they saw such huge troups of whales, that they were forced to 
proceed with a great deal of caution for fear they should run 
their ship upon them." The device of the doubloon is made 
plausible by the quotation from A Voyage to Greenland: "They 
frequently climb up the masts to see whether they can see a 
whale, for the first discoverer has a ducat for his pains." 
The same source provides the sub-sub with a justification for 
Moby Dick's whiteness: "One of our harpooneers told me that 
he caught once a whale in Spitzbergen that was white all over." 
The more recent extracts which the sub-sub-librarian 
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provides lend greater authority to Melville's personae's 
descriptions of whaling procedures. From Bennett's Whaling 
Voyage Round the Globe (1840), we learn that the sperm whale 
"frequently displays a disposition to employ [his] weapons 
offensively"; the Cetologist's claim that the sperm whale is 
"the most formidable of all whales to encounter" is thus 
substantiated. The Missionary Journal of Tyerman and Bennett 
verifies Ishmael's claims about the dangers of whaling: 
"Being once pursued by a whale which he had wounded, he 
parried the assault for some time with a lance; but the furious 
monster at length rushed on the boat; himself and comrades 
only being preserved by leaping into the water when they saw 
the onset was inevitable." 
Generally, the presence of the sub-sub-librarian's 
Extracts serves to substantiate the claims of Melville's other 
personae, and to call to our attention the fact that the subject 
of Moby-Dick—the whale himself and daring men's quest for 
the whale—is one that has intrigued people through the 
centuries. And, as James Miller observes, the sub-sub-librarian's 
Extracts "remind the reader that whales, like gods, have an 
ancient lineage. . . . Moby Dick may be without gods, but it 
18 has whales—which serve the old function of the gods" by 
imparting a sense of grandeur and mystery to the maritime 
narrative. 
A sense of elevation and grandeur is also a result 
of the presence of the third minor voice that we can detect 
in Moby-Dick. Lacking a better term, we could call this minor 
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persona the "Poet," for we can detect its effects by the 
almost formally metered rhythms that frequently occur in the 
transmissions of Melville's other personae. The poetic 
effects of regular rhythm are not only the results of the 
Dramatist's efficacy, as when he presents parts of Ahab's 
19 soliloquies in a form similar to blank verse; these effects 
are noticeable in the properly narrative sections of Moby-
Dick as well. 
In Chapter 26, for example, the prose rhythm of Young 
Ishmael's description gives way to a far more conscious use 
of stress-patterns when Elder Ishmael (in combination with 
the histor) directs our attention to the tragic qualities of 
the story he is about to relate. If we scan the beginning of 
the final paragraph, we notice the predominantly iambic meter 
in a "verse form" whose "lines" have a fairly regular length: 
If, then, to meanest mariners, 
and renegades and castaways, 
I shall hereafter ascribe high qualities, 
though dark; weave round them tragic graces; 
if even the most mournful, 
fc/ f U / w / 
perchance the most abased. . . . 
Such uses of formal meter have helped to convince critics of 
the lyrical, poetic nature of Moby-Dick; Yvor Winters has 
noted that the "language in which it is written is closer to 
the poetry of Paradise Lost or of Hamlet than it is to the 
20 prose of the realistic novelist," and at least part of the 
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justification for his statement is provided by the minor voice 
that speaks in poetic rhythms. Like the Usher and the sub-sub-
librarian, this poetic voice emphasizes "the strangeness and 
the grandeur" of Melville's aesthetic idea, and intensifies 
and elevates the narration of a story that is "violent, 
exaggerated, and, if at times bathetic, more often soaring 
into a lyric loveliness and passion previously, and since, 
21 
unknown in American prose." 
Reading Moby-Dick, and noting the sublime indifference 
about formal consistency that Melville displays by his use of 
various personae, we may be put off somewhat by the "squitchy 
picture" that these personae present. As Ishmael remarked 
about the picture in the Spouter-Inn, however, "Yet was there 
a sort of indefinite, half-attained, unimaginable sublimity 
about it that fairly froze you to it, till you involuntarily 
took an oath with yourself to find out what that marvellous 
painting meant" (Ch. 3). This response is largely true of our 
reactions to Moby-Dick: a verbal work of art whose complexities 
are emphasized and rendered more intriguing by their 
presentation by several distinct personae, it must contain 
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Several of the details about which the Cetologist 
appears to digress become important to our full appreciation 
of the narrative of the three-day chase. The remarkably quick, 
smooth movement of the narration in these last three chapters 
depends at least partially on the omniscient narrator's ability 
to relate incidents without interruption by commentary or 
explanation; because certain cetological terms have previously 
been defined, the omniscient narrator may use them naturally, 
as a kind of whaleman's shorthand, yet he may use them with the 
confidence that they will not mislead or confuse his audience. 
In Chapter 133, for example, the narrator does not have to 
explain what may have motivated Moby Dick to force "his pleated 
head lengthwise beneath [Ahab's] boat" even after Ahab had 
removed the boat from the whale's path; by saying merely that 
Moby Dick performed the action "with that malicious intelligence 
ascribed to him," the narrator evokes our awareness of the 
Cetologist's and Ishmael's discussions of the malice of sperm 
whales and of Moby Dick m particular, but does not have to 
interrupt his narrative to do so. The narrative in Chapter 
132 is interrupted briefly by an explanation of how a whale 
might be tracked down even during the night; since this 
explanation increases our estimation of Ahab's "sagacious mind" 
and increases the narrative tension by purposefully delaying 
the next exciting incident of the chase, it serves the narrator's 
purposes. Because of our familiarity, at this point, with the 
various motions of whales, the fact of Moby Dick's breaching 
can be presented with a minimum of explanation; reading the 
narrator's brief comment—"the Sperm Whale thus booms his entire 
bulk into the pure element of air, and piling up a mountain of 
dazzling foam, shows his place to the distance of seven miles or 
more"—we can see that it serves less to explain "there she 
breaches!" than to intensify it. Finally, in the last chapter, 
Ahab's fate depends on the intricacies which the Cetologist 
discussed in "The Line." 
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VI. PERSONA AND SYMBOL IN MOBY-DICK 
Young Ishmael, Elder Ishmael, and the omniscient 
narrator present the "story" of Moby-Dick; the Dramatist, the 
Cetologist, and the "squitchy voices" enhance the grandeur 
and the wonder of the story by means of their anti-narrative 
transmissions. Without doubt, Moby-Dick has many "strands": 
the account of a young man's first whaling voyage, the older 
man's memory of his experience of Ahab's contest with the 
White Whale, the objective narration of the conflicts between 
Ahab and the whale and between Ahab and himself, the dramatic 
presentation of the psychomachia in Ahab's soul as the central 
conflict in a high mimetic tragedy, the natural history of 
the sperm whale and the anatomy of men's methods of con-
quering the Leviathan, and minor "strands" that introduce the 
whale as an object worthy of study, of wonder, and of poetic 
treatment. As these "strands" intertwine to form the "yarn" 
that is Moby-Dick, they are at once mutually complementary and 
distressingly independent. Each is the result of a projection 
by Herman Melville of certain aspects of his personality; 
each has a function in the articulation of the aesthetic idea 
of Moby-Dick; yet each has a degree of autonomy that renders 
most difficult any reconciliation of the "strands" into 
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coherent parts of a single intelligible whole. 
In the foregoing chapters, I have attempted to explain 
the formal inconsistencies in Moby-Dick in terms of Melville's 
use and manipulation of various personae. With the exception 
of my reliance upon George Stewart's hypothesis about the 
"two Moby-Dicks" (itself an inference based primarily on 
internal evidence), my explanations have rested on the obvious 
presence of various voices or personae which are the media 
through which Moby-Dick is transmitted; for the most part, 
these explanations have to do only with the literal level of 
Moby-Dick. Since we respond to the "sort of indefinite, 
half-attained, unimaginable sublimity" of Melville's artwork 
despite its formal inconsistencies and sometimes even because 
of them, it is useful now to direct our attention to "the 
little lower layer" of Moby-Dick—the level just beneath the 
strictly literal one—in order to understand how the combina-
tion of various personae relates to the work's basic symbolic 
structure. 
1. Symbol 
In our common critical usage, "symbol" is a term that 
designates a literary object whose presence simultaneously 
denotes a concrete thing or situation and connotes a more 
abstract system of qualities which the thing suggests, "As 
a noun, the original Greek word rsymballein] denoted half of 
something broken in two, and thus the word [symbol] suggests 
not something that stands for something else, but something 
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that is part of a larger unit." As a symbol, then, Moby 
Dick is very much a concrete sperm whale (Physeter 
Macrocephalus) and also an indication of qualities (vast size, 
awesome strength, terrible beauty, etc.) that his existence 
suggests, qualities that constitute the "larger unit" of 
natural wonders or some similar generalized category. 
In Jung's psychological usage, the term "symbol" 
designates both an object and a process. As an object of 
perception, the Jungian symbol is similar to a literary one: 
it is something that is itself and that also suggests a 
"world" beyond our conscious and immediate experience. As a 
process, symbol is the transformation of basically unconscious, 
psychic energies into a form that can be recognized, and 
sometimes used, by the conscious ego. In this latter sense 
the sperm whale, made concrete by the literary presentation 
of Moby Dick, is the "psychological mechanism" used by 
Melville to render unconscious experience—inchoate 
recognition of the magnitude, power, beauty, and awesomeness 
of a great natural object—into a form to which he and we can 
respond on a conscious level. 
When we compare our usual literary use of "symbol" 
with Jung's more specialized, psychological use of the term, 
we find that the two uses of the term are far from mutually 
exclusive: rather than transporting symbol into a context 
that has, at best, only tangential relevance to literature, 
Jung's usage helps to clarify the aura of mystery and dynamism 
with which literary critics usually invest symbolic literature. 
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From a Jungian perspective, literature is one of man's most 
primitive attempts to deal with the energies of the collective 
unconscious; in this context, "primitive" is anything but a 
pejorative term. The primitive translation of unconscious 
energy by the literary symbol is magical: "it does not 
result in effective work [say, the outfitting of a vessel to 
go and hunt sperm whales] but preserves the state of 
expectancy." By its translation into a literary symbol, the 
unconscious energy is directed toward "a new object and 
produces a new dynamism": we are no longer concerned, while 
reading Moby-Dick, with half-known hints of power and beauty 
and awe; we are concerned, at least while we are reading, 
with the textually developed embodiment of those unconscious 
things; we are concerned with the concrete sperm whale that 
Ahab has sworn to hunt. As Jung perceives it, the "advantage 
accruing from [this literary transformation of energy] is that 
the newly invested object acquires a working potential in 
relation to the psyche. Because of its value it has a 
determining and stimulating effect on the imagination, so 
that for a long time the mind is fascinated and possessed 
by it."2 
Insofar as Moby-Dick is concerned, this "determining 
and stimulating effect on the imagination" is precisely what 
Alfred Kazin directed our attention to when he wrote that 
"Moby-Dick is not so much a book about Captain Ahab's quest 
3 
for the whale as it is an experience of that quest." Because 
Melville's treatments of the whale are symbolic in a combined 
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psychological and literary sense, Moby Dick exists for us as 
a translation of Melville's, and our own, unconscious energies 
into a form that we can consciously apprehend. Recognizing 
this symbolic accomplishment in Moby-Dick, Grant Watson, fifty 
years ago, perceptively numbered Melville among "those who 
4 
beat with fierce hands upon the walls of the unknowable." 
Once we grant the complementarity of our usual literary, and 
Jung's psychological, conceptions about symbol, we can make 
use of Jung's insights to increase our understanding of the 
persona's efficacy in the production of a work of symbolic 
literature. 
Earlier in this study, in my discussion of the nature 
of literary persona, I noted that the general function of any 
persona is to enable an individual to relate to the external 
world of other individuals. When an individual—a writer— 
projects an authorial persona, he is projecting those aspects 
of himself which best fit society's expectations about 
producers of literature. As far as the writer is able to 
perceive his aesthetic idea consciously, his authorial persona 
will act in accord with the accepted norms for an author; that 
is, the persona will transmit the aesthetic idea in a form 
(prose fiction, drama, poetry) that is intelligible to the 
external audience. When we grant the relevance of Jung's 
analytic psychology to our critical understanding of literature, 
we can infer that the most powerful aesthetic ideas—those 
which most fascinate and possess the minds of readers of 
literature—ultimately derive from the collective unconscious; 
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we can infer that the most effective means of making these 
ideas conscious and intelligible to other individuals is the 
writer's use of symbol. Finally, we can conclude that the 
primary function of literary personae (generalized authors and 
specialized narrators and similar voices) is to deal with 
symbol in ways that are compatible with the expectations that 
other individuals (the audience) have about literature. 
In the same discussion of persona, I noted the 
complexity of the literary tasks which a writer seeks to 
perform by his projection of authorial and specialized 
personae. On the one hand, the writer must project personae 
compatible with his readers' expectations, must translate an 
aesthetic idea into a form understood by his audience, and 
must manipulate symbol so that his readers can recognize the 
now-conscious psychic energy as something of which they 
unconsciously have intimate knowledge. On the other hand, 
the artwork so produced must nevertheless remain the work of 
an individual writer, an expression of the writer's experience 
of his own and the collective unconscious, and not merely a 
hackneyed acknowledgement of the relevance of some universal 
truth. As I earlier considered these various demands upon 
the writer of literature and some writers' responses to them, 
to arrive at some conclusions about how persona affects the 
quality of a literary artwork, I shall now consider these 
demands and responses in the context of Moby-Dick. The 
various personae Melville used to transmit his aesthetic idea 
are concrete responses to the demands which an aesthetic idea 
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makes upon the writer who seeks to articulate it. By their 
diverse ways of translating psychic energies into a form that 
we can recognize as the White Whale, each of Melville's 
personae contributes significantly to the symbolic structure 
of Moby-Dick. 
2. Structure 
We can characterize the basic structure of any work of 
literature by repeating Aristotle's axiom that a verbal artwork 
is an "imitation of an action"; if we regard this imitative 
structure as multi-leveled, we can bypass the imitative 
functions of plot, character, diction, and other aspects of 
the literal level of an artwork to concentrate on the more 
fundamental action that is the model for literary imitation. 
According to Jung, and to many other persons who have not so 
rigorously systematized their conceptions of human psychology, 
the most significant action performed by any human being is 
the attempt to place oneself—or to come to terms with one's 
place—in the confusing phenomenal world that one's perceptions 
reveal. Shakespeare had Polonius say "To thine own self be 
true"; Pope approached this same idea with "The proper study 
of mankind is man"; one need not take any liberties to suggest 
that both poets were referring to what Jung called the process 
of individuation. 
For Jung, the conscious ego—the "I" of our own 
experience—exists at the junction of the external world of 
objective experience and the internal, psychic world that can 
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be known, when it can be known, only subjectively. In order 
to function with any degree of autonomy, the ego must 
distinguish its true self from its adaptations to the demands 
of the external world (responses to social pressures) and from 
its unconscious acquiescence to the powerful drives that 
originate in the psychic world (responses to various instincts). 
As the individual brings to consciousness the motivations of 
his actions, he avails himself of some conscious control over 
them. The greater his consciousness of the influences upon 
him, the freer he is to act as himself: the closer he can 
approach the ideal of individuation. 
On a very fundamental,level, the production of a 
literary artwork imitates this psychological process. The 
aesthetic idea that a writer seeks to articulate in a literary 
form is frequently only partially available to his conscious 
mind; "poetic inspiration" is the time-honored justification 
for the partially unconscious initiative of many works of art. 
While he is concerned with an aesthetic idea that exists in 
the psychic world, the writer seeks to communicate it: by 
giving the idea a form that is traditionally literary, the 
writer not only relates his idea to the external world of his 
audience but articulates it in a way over which he has at 
least some conscious control. Just as the individual must 
distinguish himself from the influences that act on him in 
order to be himself, the artwork must bring into consciousness 
the aesthetic idea that motivated it, or else must exist 
merely as an example of "automatic writing" or as some symptom 
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of its writer's psychic disturbance. 
When Frye regards "literature as facing the world of 
social action on one side, and of individual thought on the 
5 
other," he supports the concept of a verbal artwork as an 
imitation of man's maintenance of balance between the external 
and psychic worlds. If we use this concept as a starting-point 
in our consideration of the structure of Moby-Dick, we can see 
how Melville's use of various personae contributes to his 
book's complex symbolism. 
Just as personae in general are the means used by 
persons to relate their subjective selves to the external 
environment of society, literary personae are the media a 
writer uses to bring his aesthetic idea into a close relation 
with his audience's expectations about the forms of works of 
literature. Because he was concerned with communicating 
something that was partially unconscious to an audience that 
existed outside himself (and also to his own conscious mind), 
Melville projected a number of personae as the media through 
which Moby-Dick was to be transmitted. The nature of these 
personae was determined, on the one hand, by Melville's need 
or desire to translate into words something that was of 
psychological importance to him and, on the other, by the needs 
and desires of the social configuration—the audience—into 
whose midst his verbal artifact would be presented. 
The demands which an aesthetic idea makes upon the 
writer who seeks to articulate it occasion two difficulties, 
each of which may cause an inefficient transmission of the 
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aesthetic idea, which the writer must overcome. Falling prey 
to the first difficulty, the writer might project an extremely 
subjective persona in order to do justice to his individual 
experience of his aesthetic idea; the artwork he produces in 
this case will testify to his psychic experiences, but will 
remain largely incomprehensible to his external audience. 
Thus, even while concentrating on his internal experience of 
his aesthetic idea, the writer must avoid the kind of preoccu-
pation with it that will cause him to project a persona that 
bears little relation to the external world. If he falls prey 
to the second difficulty, the writer might project a persona 
that is almost entirely dissociated from his internal 
experience; concentrating on his need to translate the aesthetic 
idea into a recognizable form, the writer projects an exces-
sively conventional persona. To avoid this difficulty, the 
writer must project a persona capable of transmitting an artwork 
that is formally acceptable to an audience, but capable also of 
communicating something about the individual nature of the 
aesthetic idea which the persona was designed to transmit in 
the first place. 
Because Moby-Dick is predominantly a work of prose 
fiction, and because prose fiction as a genre is relatively 
unencumbered by formal specifications (contrasted with the 
genre of lyric poetry, for example), the first of these 
difficulties is the more relevant to a consideration of 
Melville's accomplishment in Moby-Dick. As I mentioned 
earlier, a work of prose fiction is the result of an individual's 
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ordering an internal experience of quantitative as well as 
qualitative magnitude in a primarily narrative way. Because 
of the magnitude of the experience, and because of the lack of 
detailed conventions concerning the production of a prose 
fictional work, it is almost always necessary for the writer 
of a novel or romance to rely on his idiosyncratic experience 
for the details that give form to his artwork. By briefly 
considering Mardi, we saw how Melville relied so heavily on 
idiosyncratic experiences, how his aesthetic idea was so 
ineffectively articulated, that we must consider the work a 
formal disaster. 
Melville did not make the same mistakes when he 
transmitted the aesthetic idea of Moby-Dick. In avoiding them— 
avoiding in particular the projection of a single specialized 
persona that failed to relate sufficiently to the formal 
expectations of his audience—Melville allowed his aesthetic 
idea to be transmitted by a number of personae, each of which 
bears a distinct relation to the norms by which we conventionally 
judge literary works. The formal problem that Mardi exemplifies, 
we observed, arose from Melville's insufficient degree of 
individuation. Letting his persona relate so closely to his 
internal experience, forgetting that it must relate as well to 
the world outside his own consciousness, Melville, by his 
practice in Mardi, indicated that he failed to recognize that 
a literary persona—any persona, for that matter—must be 
distinguished from the self who projects it. Melville failed 
to distinguish between himself, the writer, and his literary 
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persona, the voice that articulated his aesthetic idea. The 
formal problems which Moby-Dick poses arise from Melville's 
projection of several personae to perform the task that is 
usually accomplished by a single narrator. Reading Moby-Dick, 
we are disconcerted not by the fact that its aesthetic idea 
does not relate clearly to our expectations about literary 
form, but by the fact that its aesthetic idea is made to 
relate to our expectations about forms which we have not 
previously encountered as combined in a single work of 
literature. 
If we are to examine the symbolic structure of Moby-
Dick and observe the significant relation between Melville's 
use of persona and the presence of intelligible symbol in his 
artwork, some preparatory discussion of the process of 
individuation—as it applies to the producer of literary art— 
is necessary. In order for a literary work to be mimetic in 
the most fundamental sense, it should be generally imitative 
of its author's position at the junction of the external and -
psychic worlds. In Frye's terminology, the artwork should 
maintain a dynamic balance, so that its relations to "the 
world of social action on one side, and of individual thought 
on the other" are apparent and intelligible. One way by 
which a writer may achieve this balance in his artwork is to 
transmit the work through the agency of a literary persona 
which he has projected to relate to both worlds. In order for 
the projection to be successful—that is, in order for the 
persona to maintain the dual relationship—the writer, at 
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least insofar as he is a producer of literature, must have 
achieved a significant degree of individuation. 
When we use the Jungian term "individuation" to 
describe a writer, we are concerned not so much with the 
writer's personal psychic development as with his ability to 
distinguish his conscious self from his literary personae on 
the one hand, and from unconscious urges or instincts on the 
other. In a literary context, which is all that concerns us 
here, this ability or the lack of it can be determined by 
examining the writer's use of literary personae. 
Jung notes that the "aim of individuation is nothing 
less than to divest the self of the false wrappings of the 
persona on the one hand, and the suggestive power of 
primordial images on the other," and that it is possible, by 
becoming conscious of the persona and of the images or 
archetypes, to "convert them into bridges to the unconscious." 
Thus, by becoming individuated, a writer recognizes that his 
literary persona is a projection of those qualities and 
attributes of his that relate to his audience's expectations 
about "authors" and "narrators"; he recognizes that the persona 
he projects to transmit his aesthetic idea is not himself but 
a compromise between his own voice and the kind of voice which 
traditionally "speaks" a novel or poem or romance. Similarly, 
the individuated writer recognizes that images which suggest 
themselves to him (unconsciously) are not necessarily 
meaningful to an external audience. The result of these 
recognitions is the writer's ability to manipulate persona so 
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that it can transmit his aesthetic idea in a form that is, as 
much as possible, authentic with respect to his psychic 
experience and intelligible to an external audience. By allowing 
his persona (which is related to external norms) to deal with 
unconscious images, the writer transmits them in forms that he 
can control in order to make them meaningful to others. 
The relevance of a writer's degree of individuation to 
his production of an artwork which is symbolic is not difficult 
to appreciate. Only by being conscious of the influence of 
society (which results in the projection of a persona) and of 
the influence of unconscious energies (which results in the 
suggestiveness of his artwork) can the writer translate his 
aesthetic idea into a form that is at once intelligible and 
fascinating to his readers' imaginations. If, for example, 
Melville had identified himself too closely with his persona 
(as he did in producing Mardi), his treatment of the White 
Whale would have been largely unintelligible to us, for Melville 
would have understood what Moby Dick "means" and would have 
assumed that we—his readers— have a similar understanding. 
Had Melville not progressed significantly toward the goal of 
literary individuation at the time of his composition of 
Moby-Dick, the whale would have been, at best, a private symbol 
(fascinating and stimulating only to Melville's imagination), 
and, at worst, the sort of confusing, unintelligible object 
we should expect to find in a work of "Bedlam literature." 
When we examine the transmissions of Melville's 
personae in Moby-Dick, we can see how these transmissions 
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form the basic symbolic structure of the work. We can observe 
how each of Melville's narrators and anti-narrators translates 
unconscious energies into the form of the White Whale; because 
each of these personae bears a definite relation to the 
expectations we have about various literary forms, their 
symbolic translations are intelligible to us: they provide us 
with a set of contexts in which to place the whale, and by 
which to interpret its rich suggestive meanings. 
Because of the variety of modulating and specifying 
functions which he performs, Young Ishmael presents Moby Dick 
as a rather complex symbolic vehicle. If we limit our 
observations to two of these functions—the modulation of the 
romantic and of the low mimetic mode within the generic 
framework of a prose fictional romance—we can see how Young 
Ishmael as a literary persona testifies to Melville's literary 
individuation, and how Young Ishmael contributes a significant 
"strand" to the symbolic "yarn" that is Moby-Dick. 
As he causes his narration to be romantic in mode, 
Young Ishmael is the spokesman for certain heroic attributes 
of nineteenth-century American culture. In this context, the 
men with whom Ishmael associates—the "fighting Quakers" of 
the Nantucket Sperm Whale Fishery—are exceptionally 
courageous: living most of their lives far from the comforts 
of home and hearthstone, they give battle, as a matter of 
course, to the most awesome and dangerous of nature's living 
wonders. When we read Moby-Dick from the perspective provided 
by this aspect of Ishmael's narration, we see the whale as the 
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natural antagonist of a prodigious race of men. Moby Dick is 
one of many whales which the Pequod chases; literally, Moby 
Dick testifies to the dangers inherent in the occupation of 
whaling. Regarded as a symbol—a translation of unconscious 
energies into a form that we can consciously apprehend—Moby 
Dick suggests the ultimate limit of those forces against which 
man contends; as the central symbol in Young Ishmael's 
romantic narration, Moby Dick evokes from us some attempt to 
appreciate the great courage that motivated the Nantucket 
whalemen. 
Earlier, when we examined the specific manner in 
which Young Ishmael modulates his story as romantic, we saw 
how Ishmael as a specialized persona is poised delicately 
between Melville's idiosyncratic experience and the expectations 
we have about romantic literature. Although he endowed Ishmael 
with attributes which were likewise his own, Melville projected 
Ishmael as a persona that relates clearly to the conventions 
of the romantic mode. By creating Ishmael after his own 
image—an orphan, a man who regards a sea-voyage as a cure for 
misanthropy, a man who turns to whaling after some experience 
with the merchant marine, a man disposed to philosophical 
reflection—Melville provided his character and his persona 
with a concreteness that enhances the credibility of Ishmael's 
narration. It is evidence of Melville's literary individuation 
that Ishmael is not merely a locus for Melville's private 
introspection; Melville evidently saw that Ishmael and he 
were quite distinct, since Ishmael's philosophical musings are 
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almost always self-explanatory and subordinate to the literary 
functions they perform in elucidating Ishmael's transmission 
of Moby-Dick. 
As Ishmael causes his story to be low mimetic in mode— 
a realistic but humorous account of a neophyte's adventures 
in the whale fishery—he is likewise a persona that testifies 
to Melville's individuation as a writer. Ishmael, the neophyte 
hunter of whales, may embody enough of Melville's idiosyncratic 
attributes for some critics to confuse the persona with the 
writer, yet we can observe with Leon Howard that "Whatever 
Melville's motives were in undertaking a whaling voyage to the 
South Pacific, he did not 'get away from it all' in the manner 
of lonesome desperation which he was later to attribute to 
7 
Ishmael in Moby Dick." The fictionalizing of Ishmael's 
situation, although it is at times imbued with Melville's 
sometimes clumsy and sometimes desperate sense of humor, is an 
indication that Ishmael's story is not autobiography but a 
narration fitted to the conventions of a low mimetic adventure-
story. 
Ishmael1s low mimetic narration provides us with 
another perspective on Moby Dick's symbolic nature. Insofar 
as Young Ishmael's transmission produces the effect of 
verisimilitude, the White Whale is presented as an "ordinary" 
inhabitant of the watery part of the world; magnificent and 
terrible as he is, Moby Dick exists in Ishmael's low mimetic 
world fundamentally as a source of oil and spermaceti. In 
this sense, Ishmael1s low mimetic presentation of Moby Dick 
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reinforces his romantic one: the whale is, and is 
representative of, the terrible danger which men, merely by 
going about their business, must confront. When Young Ishmael, 
in the course of his development of his own character, reflects 
upon his relation to the whale, he reveals the deeper symbolic 
nature of Moby Dick. Like the rest of the Pequod's crew 
Ishmael swore "Death to Moby Dick," but as he develops as a 
character and becomes more familiar with the ways of the 
whale fishery and of the captain who directs the Pequod's 
voyage, Ishmael comes to regard the White Whale as "naught . . . 
but the deadliest ill" (Ch. 41). Before Moby Dick is actually 
encountered, Ishmael makes his separate peace with the whale; 
washing his hands and his heart of malice and vengeance, 
Ishmael renounces the "horrible oath" he had earlier taken 
(Ch. 94) and finds himself ready to return to the landsmen's 
values that he had foresworn. When we regard Moby Dick from 
this perspective provided by the maturing Ishmael, we see the 
whale still as a grave danger, but a danger primarily to those 
who would deliberately seek their own destruction. 
As an element of the symbolic structure of Moby-Dick, 
Elder Ishmael's transmission develops more fully the 
perspective on Moby Dick that I have just attributed to the 
maturing Young Ishmael. The White Whale may be nothing "but 
the deadliest ill" to any sane man (it is reasonable to assume 
that both Ishmaels are sane), but the whale's fascination for 
a demented personality (it is similarly reasonable to assume 
that Ahab is insane) is singularly important to the motivation 
278 
of the main plot of Moby-Dick. As he provides one "strand" 
of the symbolic structure of Moby-Dick, Elder Ishmael performs 
two basic functions. By virtue of his greater maturity and 
the hindsight with which his experience of the Pequod's last 
voyage endows him, Elder Ishmael reveals how the monomania 
that afflicts Ahab motivates the captain's quest for Moby Dick; 
treating Ahab as a madman, Elder Ishmael is able to present 
"What the White Whale was to Ahab" (Ch. 42) and still to 
maintain a credible detachment from Ahab's monomaniacal 
conceptions. By virtue of the fact that he is the specialized 
persona projected by Melville to transmit a high mimetic 
romance, Elder Ishmael is not so detached that he treats Ahab 
ironically (and thus undercuts entirely the symbolic value of 
Ahab's conception of Moby Dick); Elder Ishmael presents Ahab 
as the high mimetic protagonist of a tragic plot, a generally 
sympathetic character whose destiny can evoke from us some 
catharsis of pity and terror. 
Young Ishmael, before he renounces his allegiance to 
Ahab's purpose, and the Dramatist help to make Moby-Dick what 
Kazin called "an experience o_f [Ahab's] quest." Because he is 
refined to determine his narration as a romance that is high 
mimetic, Elder Ishmael enables us to experience the quest that 
is Ahab's at the same time as we are detached from it suffi-
ciently to recognize the pathos of Ahab's condition. Of all 
the personae that transmit Moby-Dick, Elder Ishmael probably 
embodies the set of attitudes most nearly identical with 
Melville's own. It is highly probable that Melville found 
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himself quite sympathetic to the great character he created 
in Ahab, and equally probable that he felt reservations about 
identifying too closely with the monomaniacal defiance he 
projected onto his character. Elder Ishmael is able to 
communicate these ambivalent attitudes because he is a first-
person narrator—an "I" modeled obviously after Melville's 
self—at the same time as he is a narrator whose primary 
interest lies in the presentation of a romance. 
Although Elder Ishmael embodies many of Melville's 
idiosyncratic attitudes (by contrast, we can note that Young 
Ishmael shares Melville's idiosyncratic situations: 
experiences of teaching school, working on a merchant vessel, 
signing aboard a New England whaler) to the extent that his 
voice is noticeably more mature than one we would expect of 
the rather naive character, as a specialized persona Elder 
Ishmael is evidence of Melville's individuation. The 
perspective from which he sees Ahab may well be Melville's 
own, yet Elder Ishmael clearly relates to external literary 
norms by his specification of a prose fictional romance. We 
have observed earlier how Elder Ishmael, in his function of 
specifying his narration as a romance, regards the characters 
in his story primarily as embodiments of certain significant 
qualities. As Elder Ishmael develops his characters, Ahab 
becomes increasingly a representation of some monomaniacal 
urge to power, Starbuck displays "the incompetence of mere 
unaided virtue," and the other maj or characters, in Frye's 
words, expand into the "psychological archetypes" that are 
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common in romance. 
One result of this specifying function of Elder Ishmael 
is that Moby Dick and Ahab's pursuit of him become significant 
in contexts beyond the strictly literal presentation of 
incidents of a whaling voyage. With Elder Ishmael's 
transmission, Moby-Dick becomes a symbolic account of the 
consequences that must follow the single-minded quest for an 
object whose primary value lies in the pursuer's projection 
of his own needs onto it. Because Elder Ishmael's narration 
is psychologically archetypal, relating on some unconscious 
level to our human predilection to pursue the dangerous goals 
of our own devising, and because Elder Ishmael makes clear 
g 
his basically sympathetic appraisal of Ahab, we regard Ahab's 
quest for Moby Dick symbolically as our own. Moby Dick remains 
literally a whale, but in the context of Elder Ishmael's 
suggestive treatment of the other characters in the story, the 
whale connotes some irresistible, fatal object toward which 
we are inexplicably drawn. The chief symbolic value of Elder 
Ishmael's transmission is that it makes us conscious of, and 
therefore reflective about, the insidious attraction of what 
Moby Dick may be said to "represent." 
The presence of the omniscient narrator in Moby-Dick 
is an obvious indication of Melville's awareness of the 
limitations inherent in participant narration. Distinguishing 
himself—the ultimate source of Moby-Dick—from the personae 
identified with the character Ishmael, Melville projected 
another embodiment of his attitudes to relate to the norms of 
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narrative authority. Because the omniscient narrator is not 
dependent on the perceptions of any one character and because 
he occasionally assumes the role of histor to direct our 
responses to the characters and incidents with which he deals, 
the omniscient narrator transmits the story of Moby-Dick from 
the conventional perspective of the realistic novelist. Since 
this narrator is projected as an objective voice and since, 
by virtue of his omniscience, we may assume that his attitudes 
are quite similar to the authorial attitudes which determine 
the overall transmission of Moby-Dick, the omniscient narrator 
provides us with the least contestable account of the quest 
for the White Whale. 
In one significant sense, the authoritative trans-
mission by the omniscient narrator provides us with an ironic 
perspective on Ahab's conception of Moby Dick. Ahab's 
insanity undercuts the validity of his appraisal of the whale, 
yet both Islimaels' appraisals are obviously subject to similar, 
though less extreme, subjective distortions. If Ahab is 
admittedly mad, Young Ishmael naive and impressionable, and 
Elder Ishmael to some extent influenced by "the later effect 
9 
of the Pequod experience upon his mind," we must turn to the 
omniscient narrator for a relatively unbiased perspective on 
the whale which Ahab hunts. In passages such as the one that 
recounts Doctor Bunger's discussion of the White Whale's 
"malice," the omniscient narrator provides us with an 
objective appraisal of Moby Dick. When Bunger, the surgeon 
aboard the Samuel Enderby, tells Ahab and Captain Boomer "what 
you take for the White Whale's malice is only his awkwardness" 
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(Ch. 100), he reinforces Starbuck's early assertion that 
Moby Dick is a "dumb brute. . . that simply smote [Ahab] from 
blindest instinct" (Ch. 36). Apparently, the omniscient 
narrator would have us appreciate the natural innocence of 
Moby Dick and the irony of an otherwise remarkable man's 
devoting the remainder of his life to futile vengeance. 
As part of the symbolic structure of Moby-Dick, the 
omniscient narrator's transmission provides us with a 
sustained view of the whale as awesome and terrible, but 
entirely innocent of any malice. It might be more accurate 
to say that the omniscient narrator removes the whale from 
the human context of morality; since the narrator later 
explicitly states that "the grand god revealed himself" 
(Ch. 133), we may assume that Moby Dick, objectively 
described as a divine being, has an existence that transcends 
the human categories of good and evil. Thus, while his 
authority elicits our acquiescence to the realistic validity 
of his narration, the omniscient narrator causes us to 
associate Moby Dick with the most sublime qualities that we 
are capable of conceptualizing. 
Melville's anti-narrative personae similarly 
contribute "strands" to the overall symbolic structure of 
Moby-Dick, and similarly provide us with evidence of Melville's 
individuation as a writer. Each of the anti-narrators is an 
indication that Melville saw himself as distinct from any 
single persona, and as free to project yet another synthetic 
voice in order to relate his aesthetic idea to the various 
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aspects of the environment into which he wanted to transmit 
it. Just as Young Ishmael, Elder Ishmael, and the omniscient 
narrator are projections of those attitudes of Melville which 
determine easily recognizable literary forms, the anti-
narrators are likewise personae designed to transmit various 
other aspects of Melville's aesthetic idea in ways that relate 
most efficiently to external, formal expectations. Since the 
transmissions of these anti-narrators are generally so 
distinct from one another, and since they exist in distinctive, 
recognizable forms, we cannot suppose that Melville identified 
his personal self too closely with any one, or all, of these 
personae. Because the production of a work of prose fiction 
does not require the presence of so many specialized personae, 
and because each of the anti-narrative personae contributes a 
significant perspective on the whole of Moby-Dick, neither can 
we assume that Melville lost touch with his internal experience 
of his aesthetic idea and directed his creative energies to 
the projection of merely conventional personae whose simple 
variety would fascinate an audience. Since there is really no 
question about Melville's individuation as he projected the 
anti-narrators, we can concentrate on the contributions which 
these personae make to the symbolic structure of Moby-Dick. 
The Dramatist provides us with an unmediated presen-
tation of Ahab's perspective on the White Whale. As I 
suggested earlier, the Dramatist allows us to experience 
immediately the monomaniacal conception of Moby Dick that so 
obsesses and torments Ahab. As a part of the symbolic 
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structure of Melville's work, the Dramatist's transmission 
provides us with a credible view of Moby Dick as the 
incarnation of the world's evils. Whether the whale is agent 
or principal does not actually matter; what is important is 
that Ahab, as the self-appointed leader of an Anacharsis Clootz 
deputation to right men's grievances with the world, is 
contextually justified in so fiercely seeking out the "all-
destroying but unconquering whale." 
When the Cetologist presents us with a learned 
dissertation on the natural history of the sperm whale and 
combines the generally non-literary form of a zoological 
treatise with the satirical literary form of the anatomy, he 
makes it possible for us to appreciate the sublimity of Moby 
Dick even if we cannot accept the omniscient narrator's 
judgment that the White Whale is divine. At the same time, 
the Cetologist's use of the conventions of the anatomy 
provides us with the disturbing conclusion that, however 
studious and systematic our inquiries, we shall never be able 
to comprehend the magnificence of any natural object as grand 
as a sperm whale. As a symbolic "strand" of Moby-Dick, the 
Cetologist's transmission elucidates the mysterious nature of 
the whale (though in an admittedly futile way) so that Moby 
Dick as the vehicle of a symbol is as detailed and concrete 
as possible. So complicated a vehicle, as the Cetologist 
repeatedly suggests, is capable of translating an enormous 
variety of psychic energies into an almost comprehensible form; 
by means of the treatment by the Cetologist, Moby Dick becomes 
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one of those fascinating archetypal symbols that "are 
inexplicit, polysemantic, and never quite exhaustible in 
their meanings." 
As we might reasonably expect, the contributions of 
Melville's minor personae to the symbolic structure of 
Moby-Dick are not nearly so significant. The Usher who 
provides the Etymology does little more than introduce us to 
the whale as a new linguistic object that deserves serious 
study. Because the seriousness of his own study is marred by 
a rather careless and haphazard listing of the linguistic 
environments of whale, we are left to assume that the Usher, 
like the Cetologist, is a somewhat satirical persona that 
directs our attention to the futility of systematizing too 
rigorously our knowledge of any significant thing. Despite 
the apparent carelessness with which it was complied, the 
Usher's Etymology may incorporate one very serious implication. 
Just as the Cetologist plays with the word volume in his 
classification, according to size or mass, of the various 
species of whales, the Usher's preoccupation with the whale as 
word may indicate a humorous but meaningful attempt on Melville's 
part to substantiate the omniscient narrator's allegation that 
Moby Dick is divine. Intentionally or not, the Usher follows 
the example of St. John, who began his gospel with "In the 
beginning was the Word." 
As the Usher's Etymology helps to support the 
Cetologist's anatomical transmission, the sub-sub-librarian's 
Extracts provide some "objective" (at least generally non-
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literary) verification of the Cetologist's natural history and 
of the narrators' accounts of whaling incidents which might 
seem to landsmen extraordinary or even incredible. Because the 
sub-sub's presence in Moby-Dick is fundamentally a complementary 
one—the Extracts provide us with information that is significant 
only when it is considered as a substantiation of what the 
narrators and the Cetologist tell us—this minor persona does 
not by itself contribute to the symbolic structure of Moby-Dick. 
This is true as well of the minor voice I have identified as 
the Poet. Basically an extension of the formal literary 
"range" of Melville's other personae, the Poet's sporadic 
presence contributes to Moby-Dick's symbolism only by 
heightening the tone of the transmissions of the other 
personae; the Poet's regular meter, contrasted with the prose 
rhythms of the narrators and the Cetologist, tends to suggest 
the importance—perhaps the universal application—of what 
the major prose personae tell MIS, but the Poet as a persona 
has only a supplementary function. 
From this rather superficial examination of the 
symbolic functions of Melville's personae, we can conclude 
that the degree of Melville's individuation makes possible 
the existence of the various personae's transmissions as 
distinct "strands" of a "yarn" whose significance extends well 
beyond its literal one. Because Melville was able to 
distinguish between himself (the individual, the writer) and 
the personae he projected to give Moby-Dick certain 
identifiable formal characteristics, each of his personae is a 
relatively independent source of insight into Moby Dick and the 
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action that revolves around him. This is not to say, however, 
that Melville exhibits in Moby-Dick any remarkable degree of 
authorial maturity or individuation. As he cast himself in 
the role of author, Melville was if anything somewhat 
schizophrenic: the broad outline of his aesthetic idea and 
his basic authorial role were apparently clear to him, but he 
seems to have been confused about the most efficient means of 
articulating the idea and about the particular kind of author 
he wanted to be. 
Fortunately for Moby-Dick (and for us, its readers), 
Melville as author was sufficiently free of those orthodox 
compulsions which would produce a superficial formal unity 
at the expense of overwhelming internal confusion. Melville 
did not attempt to make a single specialized persona perform 
the Herculean task of articulating the complex and hetero-
genous aesthetic idea that had seized his imagination. Had 
he made such an attempt, the single persona would have had to 
embody all the relevant idiosyncratic attitudes of Melville, 
as well as all the formally defining attributes that would 
relate the aesthetic idea to the expectations of its audience: 
the resulting persona would have been so protean as to be 
indistinguishable from Melville's self, or else Moby-Dick 
would have been a very different book. Instead, Melville 
abandoned the ideal of narrative consistency (it had never 
been too high on his list of literary priorities, anyway) and 
projected the personae he deemed necessary to articulate his 
aesthetic idea in forms that were, if diverse, at least 
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individually intelligible. The result of his so structuring 
his artwork is that Moby-Dick, as a symbolic work of 
literature, contains few if any "hidden meanings." The central 
symbol of the whale (and others—the quest, the initiation, 
the rebirth) may be structurally "disassembled" as a result 
of the treatment by so many personae, but the vehicle of the 
symbol exists fully and concretely in the literal level of 
Moby-Dick; to appreciate the rich significance of Melville's 
symbolism we have only to read (and reread) Moby-Dick and see 
how the various personae's "strands" are meaningfully twisted 
together. 
3. Significance 
In outlining the structure of Moby-Dick which Melville's 
personae determine, I have purposefully allowed my observations 
about symbolic "meaning" to remain suggestively vague rather 
than presumptuously definitive. It is not the purpose of this 
study to explicate the meaning of Moby-Dick; instead, this 
inquiry into Melville's use of personae has attempted to 
provide an understanding of the formal idiosyncrasies of 
Melville's book from which we may progress to a coherent— 
because textually and structurally verifiable—interpretation 
of Moby-Dick's significance. 
The question of meaning, however, is not one that can 
be dismissed quite so easily; too many readers and critics 
have devoted much time and effort in their attempts to 
"decipher" the meaning that Melville apparently embodied in 
289 
his story of Ahab and the White Whale. It may be of some 
help here to discuss briefly the question of meaning so that 
my denial of the existence of "hidden meanings" in Moby-Dick 
becomes not only justified but, in a practical sense, ancillary 
to our fuller appreciation and enjoyment of Melville's 
greatest work of art. 
One unnecessary complication of a studious approach 
to any symbolic work of literature derives from an implicit 
confusion about the word meaning. Too often, it seems, we 
regard the word as what a linguist would call a "count noun" 
instead of recognizing that the word is far more productive 
12 when it is used as a "mass/abstract noun." This productivity 
is especially apparent in the context of symbolic literature. 
The most effective symbols—those which most fascinate and 
possess the imagination—are concrete, textual loci for the 
kind of psychic significance that is inexhaustible. To attempt 
to determine the meaning (count noun) of Moby-Dick or of the 
White Whale is self-evidently an attempt to begin an endless 
enumeration of the object's psychic referents, or else is to 
reduce the book or the whale to some kind of simple metaphor. 
It is precisely when we speak of the meaning or the meanings 
(still count nouns) of Moby-Dick that we transform the book 
into an "intolerable allegory." 
If, on the other hand, we recognize the meaning 
which Moby-Dick contains (or releases or generates) as a 
mass/abstract noun, we are not nearly so liable to interpret 
the book according to the metaphorical or allegorical scheme 
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that is currently fashionable in intellectual circles. We 
may consider how Moby-Dick is phenomenological, how it 
examines, in a literary context, that peculiar relation we 
postulate between "appearance" and "reality"; we may consider 
how Moby-Dick is interestingly Marxist, how the book provides 
an object lesson about the oppression of one class (the 
working sailors) by the class in possession of economic 
power (the owners of the Pequod); but we will not be 
influenced to believe that either of these meanings (count) 
accounts for the full meaning or significance (mass/abstract) 
of Moby-Dick. 
Certainly there are individual meanings in Melville's 
book but, as I asserted before, they are not hidden. Each of 
Melville's personae provides us with a meaning for the whale: 
to Ishmael Moby Dick is "naught . . . but the deadliest ill," 
to the Cetologist he is a grand specimen of organic nature 
that cannot be fully explained, to the Usher he is a word, 
and to the Dramatist he is mad Ahab's antagonist. Yet each 
of the personae treats the whale in a way that causes him to 
be more than what he is in the transmissions' strictly 
literal contexts; each of the personae presents Moby Dick as 
a symbol. Because the vehicle of the symbol is complex, by 
virtue of its presentation by various voices in various 
formal contexts, the meaning of the symbol expands to a 
magnitude beyond our immediate comprehension. Because the 
meaning of the symbol is so great, we are sometimes tempted 
to think of it as "hidden"; but it is not hidden so much as 
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it is expansive. For each of the personae that transmits 
Moby-Dick, the whale has one or two recognizable meanings; 
these count-noun meanings, taken together, form the vehicle 
of the basic symbol in the book: as they interrelate 
contextually and in our understanding of them, they produce 
the symbolic significance—the mass-noun meaning—that so 
fascinates us when we read Moby-Dick. 
In the sense that we can distinguish the meanings 
from the meaning of Moby-Dick, we can avoid unnecessary 
preoccupation with futile metaphorical and allegorical 
interpretations of the book. The meaning or significance of 
Moby-Dick is elusive, not because it must be deciphered 
from a set of esoteric signs, but because the various 
personae present us with a symbolic vehicle that suggests 
qualities, which are themselves diverse, in a combination 
that we have only rare opportunities to experience consciously. 
Regarding Moby-Dick as symbolic, we can appreciate the book 
coherently if we see Melville's personae not as contributing 
three or four or seven meanings to the literary object which 
the White Whale is, but as endowing the literary object with 
a greater total meaning. 
Related to the dangerous occupation of bestowing 
metaphorical and allegorical meanings upon the literary 
objects in Moby-Dick is the questionable search for another 
sort of "hidden meaning" in Melville's work. If, like 
Leslie Fiedler, we read Moby-Dick in order to seek 
information about Melville's personal psychic state (Fiedler 
uses Melville's neurosis primarily to reinforce a more far-
reaching conception of the psycho-sexual pathology that is 
typical of the American culture), suggestions of Melville's 
personal peculiarities are not difficult to discover. 
Referring to the "cutting in" described in Chapter 72, 
Fiedler notes the relation between the monkey-rope and the 
traditional matrimonial bond. "Melville seems to be thinking 
of the relations of husbands and wives in general rather 
than of the ideal marriage of Ishmael and Queequeg," 
Fiedler writes, and then suggests that the monkey-rope 
incident is indicative of Melville's "derisive" attitude 
13 toward marriage. Whether or not such an inference about 
the writer may be validly drawn from the writer's fiction is, 
however, highly questionable. To isolate an attitude 
expressed by a narrator with the certainty that the attitude 
is an idiosyncrasy of the writer's personality, not some 
social compromise between the writer's self and his artwork's 
audience, is extremely difficult if not impossible. 
Even if we grant Fiedler and others the right to 
make inferences about Melville's psychological state, we are 
only allowing them to indulge in some amateur psychoanalysis: 
their research may provide them with certain "meanings" 
which are "hidden" in Melville's work, but these meanings 
have nothing to do with the literary significance of 
Moby-Dick. For all we know, Moby-Dick may contain a great 
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deal of biographical information about Herman Melville; still, 
by his individuated use of literary personae to transmit his 
aesthetic idea, Melville consciously chose to transmit the 
allegedly biographical information in forms that are 
distinctly literary. The meanings with which psychoanalytic 
readings of Moby-Dick provide us may in one sense be hidden 
from our more usual perspectives on Melville's book; because 
these meanings are the results of, at best, conjecture and, 
at worst, the projection of the reader's own concerns onto 
the personality that produced Moby-Dick, it is best that 
they remain hidden so that they do not distract us from our 
efforts to understand Moby-Dick for what it most evidently 
is: a work of literary art. 
Just as I have left my observations about the 
symbolic meaning of Moby-Dick purposefully vague in order to 
avoid placing this study in the context of hermeneutic 
criticism, I have simplified my discussion of the symbolic 
nature of Moby-Dick so that it has focused on the White 
Whale as Melville's central symbol. One reason for my 
simplification is that, of all the symbols in Moby-Dick, the 
"whale is the common denominator [of the book's symbolic 
structure], both object of exposition and object of quest." 
As Ishmael looked at that "squitchy picture" in the Spouter-
Inn, he observed: "But at last all these fancies yielded 
to that one portentous something in the picture's midst. 
That once found out, and all the rest were plain. But stop; 
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does it not bear a faint resemblance to . . . the great 
leviathan himself?" (Ch. 3). When we regard Moby-Dick with 
an interest in identifying its dominant symbol, our reaction 
must be quite similar to Ishmael*s. 
One could observe how the basic symbolic action of 
the quest or journey, for example, is modulated and specified 
by the various personae so that its significance is enriched 
by its treatment from several perspectives. The major 
disadvantage (for this study, in any event) of such an 
additional inquiry is that it would direct our attention 
most intensively toward the functions of the narrative and 
dramatic personae at the expense of disregarding or subverting 
the Cetologist's important role. The same unbalanced 
perspective would result from an examination of Moby-Dick's 
other subordinate symbols and, since I have here attempted 
an analysis of the formal devices which make intelligible the 
entirety of Moby-Dick, such additional examinations are here 
less than immediately relevant. 
My reticence about the full meaning of Moby-Dick and 
my reluctance to suggest the symbolic function of literary 
objects and situations other than the White Whale are, I 
believe, justified by my concentration on literary personae 
and Melville's use of them in Moby-Dick. Equipped with an 
understanding of the general nature and conventional functions 
of literary personae, we can approach Melville's Leviathanic 
book with a certain degree of critical confidence. In one 
sense, of course, we must agree with E. M. Forster that 
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"Nothing can be stated about Moby Dick except that it is a 
15 contest. The rest is song." Yet in another sense, 
especially as literary critics are seldom content with the 
"pondering repose of If" (Ch. 114), we can find a fruitful 
approach to a coherent experience of a very inconsistent— 
but perhaps the most magnificent—work of American literary 
art by studying the functions and structural effects of 
Melville's personae in Moby-Dick. 
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